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Abstract 
The current testing climate emphasizes the need to collect data and monitor student 
growth.  Teachers have a paramount role in the assessment practices within their classroom 
spaces.  Through the use of qualitative methods, this study investigated elementary teachers’ 
understandings and use of formative assessment during the context of literacy instruction.  I 
conducted in-depth observations and interviews to highlight the experiences and perspectives of 
my participants.  The study is situated within a larger context in that the classroom teachers were 
participating in a district-wide professional development initiative on formative assessment.  
Gaining the perspective of past and current administrators to learn more about the goals and 
implementation of the professional development initiative was also an integral component to 
understand the historical context and larger, macro influences. 
Due to the paucity of research on how teachers use assessments to inform instruction, or 
on why they give particular assessments, this study focuses on teachers’ understandings of 
formative assessment and on how student learning was assessed during the context of literacy.  
In relation to the professional development initiative, this study brings to the forefront that 
organizational conditions were influential in teachers’ understandings and use of formative 
assessment.  Rather than formative assessment being viewed as a process or “entwined with 
instruction and pedagogical processes,” (Shephard, 2005b, p. 24) the focus of the initiative 
became directed toward developing common (and interim) assessments.  Exploring learning 
targets and standards were reported as a main focal area for teachers in their professional 
learning communities. Teachers in the study expressed that formative assessment should guide 
and improve their classroom instruction; however, their main uses of data were to complete 
progress reports, place students into ability groups, assist with parent-teacher conferences, and 
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help with reteaching.  While observing classroom practices, teachers were not always aware of 
the components of formative that they were using during literacy instruction.  This study 
reinforces the need to create opportunities where teachers can engage in reflection and analysis 
of their assessment and instructional practices.     
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Preface 
 After graduating college, I was excited to begin my new career, yet like many new 
teachers, I questioned whether I was truly ready.  I left behind the rural classroom settings in 
West Virginia and the comfort of my Professional Development School and moved back to the 
northeast.  I remember my first day of teaching as I walked the hallways of a large, urban school 
in Newark, NJ.  I was so nervous and uncertainty weighed on my mind, but I was eager to meet 
the students with whom I would spend the year teaching and learning.  Most of my teaching 
career was spent working with children who were labeled as having a “language” or “learning 
disability.”  I vividly recall sitting in meetings as a teacher and advocating for students who were 
too often described as low, limited, or deficient.  My six years of teaching were spent trying to 
help others see beyond those labels and it was during that time that my interest in assessment 
began.   
As a novice teacher, I yearned for more knowledge of literacy development and 
assessment, so I signed up for every professional development session I could and I started 
taking night classes at a local university.  I was willing to try anything if it meant helping my 
students show their full potential as readers and writers.  Through my frustration, I became 
focused on stretching beyond standardized measures and bringing what I was learning about (e.g., 
formative and authentic assessment) into my classroom.  I suppose the teacher as researcher role 
essentially unfolded as I was determined to show administrators and child study team members 
that my students could exercise complex literacies in ways that formalized measures just were 
not able to capture.  I explained that my students just needed to be given the opportunities to 
stretch and I felt that I was the agent to help them do so.   
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While I describe the moment-to-moment actions of teaching and assessment for learning 
as the most powerful, they were not the ones that “counted” when my principal talked about my 
students’ growth as learners, or when I walked into meetings to determine whether it was time 
for a child to enter back into the mainstream classroom.  Those spontaneous and interactive 
moments of assessment did not hold the same weight, and most of the time it was because I 
could not quantify my students’ performance.  While I spent hours kid watching, providing 
feedback during writing conferences, and taking detailed notes on their conversations, unless my 
students were able to meet the predefined proficiency target on a standardized measure, they 
were to remain in my classroom—with a label.  I continued to ask myself, “Why am I the only 
one trying to help them get back into the classrooms with their peers?” Perhaps it was my own 
experience of being tracked into the lower level classes during schooling that haunted me as a 
teacher.  I knew too well what it felt like to need extra help, and the stigma that was attached to 
walking through a classroom door such as mine. 
The aforementioned experiences are critical to my lens and quest to continue down the 
research path of exploring assessment, specifically in the context of literacy.  When I discovered 
that a district was embarking on instituting a professional development initiative on formative 
assessment, I became particularly interested in understanding the teachers’ experiences and 
listening to their stories in order to gain an idea of how were making sense of the complex 
construct.  I wanted to look beyond a survey and learn more about how information on formative 
assessment was being presented to teachers.  I also sought to capture the administrators’ 
perspectives to understand the historical context and larger goals of the initiative.  While I 
maintain that teachers are agents in the assessment process, I remain aware and respectful that 
teachers are working in complex environments where accountability and high stakes assessment 
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permeate the agenda.  Through this dissertation, I hope to shed light on teachers’ experiences in a 
professional development initiative and their attempts to enact formative assessment.   
1 
Chapter 1 
Introduction 
As a young child I can recall standing at the blackboard and crying as I was being tested 
on mathematics problems.  I remember feeling afraid to turn around and see my friends 
as the tears ran down my cheeks.  No matter how hard I tried, I could not remember the 
steps to solving the problems.  It was as if my brain just shut down while standing in 
front of the class.  As I stood there hoping for a way out, my teacher eventually asked me 
to me sit down and called another student to the board.  Later that week everything began 
to change for me.  I was pulled out of my classroom and taken to a smaller room with a 
teacher I had never met before.  We practiced math problems over and over again and 
while I appreciated her help, I did not understand why I had to leave my friends.  I 
questioned whether my teacher gave up on me.  From that moment on, I wrestled with 
test anxiety.  I was tracked throughout middle school and high school, placed into lower 
level classes, and struggled to pass statewide assessments.  I vividly remember wanting to 
hide when a test or worksheet was placed on my desk and I was petrified at the thought of 
being called to the blackboard.   
 
When I received my teaching certificate many years later, I made a commitment to not 
repeat my own past experiences with my students.  Some might say that my work 
surrounding assessment is “tremendously colored by emotions and my 
experiences…deeply affected by teaching, my advocacy work…and what I have chosen 
to study” (Behar, 1996, p. 11).  I still often wonder how different my schooling 
experiences may have been if my teacher gave me a chance to show what I knew in a 
different (and less threatening) way.  How could one assessment determine my path?  Did 
she ever know the impact of how that one day changed my life? 
 
Background and Purpose 
 
As Bernhardt (2003) posits, one of the most critical issues for literacy teachers is to 
ensure that they are given adequate preparation and knowledge to assess the progress of students.  
A student’s path, much like my own, can sometimes rest on a teacher’s ability (or inability) to 
make a sound interpretation of a child’s academic growth and progress.  In preparing future 
literacy educators, assessment must become and remain a central part of the conversation.  While 
assessments are an inevitable part of students’ lives at school, they are political as Huempfner 
(2004) described, “Those who develop them, administer them, and use their results are in a 
position of power, and those who take them are not” (p. 379).  My experience in the third grade 
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sheds light on the position of power as my teacher made a decision that shaped my path and 
moved me into a tightly woven reductionist system.   
Assessment can be described as “the systematic gathering of information for the purposes 
of making decisions…about individuals” (Lynch, 2001, p. 358).  Stiggins stated that assessment 
is, “the process of gathering information to inform instructional decision making” (2008a, p.1).  
Johnston and Costello (2005) also explained that assessment: 
(a) is representational and interpretive; (b) is a dynamic part of ongoing, goal-directed 
social activities and societal discourses; (c) reflects and imposes particular values, beliefs, 
relationships, and ways of being literate; and thus (d) has consequences for individuals’ 
and communities understanding of themselves and one another, as well as for the kinds of 
individuals and communities they will become (p. 265).   
The intent of assessment should be to make informed decisions to improve instruction 
and student learning.  It should also be flexible, and help students acquire and demonstrate 
broader literacies beyond the basics that can help prepare them for success in the twenty-first 
century (Kalantzis, Cope, & Harvey, 2003).  The word assessment has been known to spark 
different reactions from teachers stemming from resistance, to avoidance, and even a ‘matter-of-
fact’ like acceptance (Genishi & Dyson, 2009).  Along with the varying reactions come multiple 
definitions, and sometimes-conflicting paradigms.   
As schools continue moving toward standardized instructional approaches, more fixed 
definitions of how students should be evaluated will continue to exist (Dyson, 2008).  Johnston 
and Costello (2005) argue that “the higher the stakes, the more necessary it is that assessments 
reflect the breadth of literacy” (p. 257).  Standardized forms are described as too limiting in that 
they promote individualized learning, rather than collaboration (Kalantzis, Cope, & Harvey, 
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2003).  Researchers suggest that assessment must move in a direction that eliminates it being an 
isolated event, and instead, views it as directly inseparable from teaching (Heritage, 2007).  
Perhaps most important, assessments can no longer be positioned to solely inform school leaders 
or classroom teachers, they need to also inform the students on how to improve their learning 
(Stiggins, 2005).  In his assessment manifesto, Stiggins (2008b) argued: 
We have reached a tipping point in the evolution of our schools when we must 
fundamentally reevaluate, redefine, and redesign assessment’s role in the development of 
effective schools.  The work to be done is so crucial as to require urgent pedagogical, 
social, and political action (p. 2). 
The manifesto calls for policymakers, the measurement community, school leaders, and 
school communities to no longer accept dominant assessment practices that “separate the 
successful from the unsuccessful” (p. 2).  Due to the heavy focus on standardized forms of 
assessments, researchers have called (and are still calling) for the balancing of assessments to 
meet the needs at the classroom level, as well as for accountability purposes (Darling-Hammond 
& Pecheone, 2010; Stiggins, 2008b).  Bailey and Jakicic (2011) described, “In a balanced 
assessment system, teachers have access to both formative and summative information in order 
to make short- and long-term decisions to help their students” (p. 19). In helping to bring balance 
to classroom assessments, formative assessment has been described as a powerful tool to help 
improve student learning (Shepard, 2009).   
In 1967, Scriven highlighted the distinction between summative and formative program 
evaluation and began the conversation surrounding the assessment of curriculum.  Summative 
assessment has been broadly defined as assessing after learning has taken place, or assessment 
“of” learning (Glickman, Gordon, & Ross-Gordon, 2009; Stiggins, 2002).  Formative assessment, 
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or assessment “for” learning, is described as a continuous process that takes place during 
learning to inform instruction, and promote student success (Stiggins, 2005; Wylie et al., 2012).  
While teachers and administrators are often familiar with both forms of assessment, due to 
accountability pressures, formal and high-stakes assessments still dominate assessment practices 
in schools.  Johnston and Costello (2005) argue that “Assessment discourses distribute and 
sustain power relationships” (p. 263) and that informal assessments continue to lack institutional 
power in comparison to the dominant, standardized measures.  In the current climate of and 
evaluation of schools, we have lost sight of the reciprocal relationship between teaching and 
assessment (Heritage, 2007) and assessment for learning is “often taken for granted” (Roskos & 
Neuman, 2012, p. 534).   
Looking closely at classroom assessment practices in the context of literacy is important, 
especially in the current wake of many states’ adoption of the Common Core State Standards.  In 
their recent policy brief Orland and Anderson (2013) argue, “Formative assessment is an 
important and timely means for strengthening teaching and learning in the classroom, as called 
for by the CCSS-driven and other reform agendas” (p. 5).  The authors assert that teachers need 
to be knowledgeable in their content area as well as in pedagogy related to the content if they are 
to implement high-quality formative assessment practices.  Formative assessment has been 
shown to improve students’ learning, but more research is still needed to better understand 
teachers’ implementation of formative assessment at the classroom level (Trumbull & Gerzon, 
2013).  Most of the research on formative assessment has been investigated in the areas of 
mathematics and science; therefore, literacy is an area that deserves further attention (Marshall, 
2007; McMillan, 2010).   
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In this dissertation, I present cases of teachers as they participated in a district-wide 
professional development intended to enhance their knowledge and understanding of formative 
assessment.  This study aims to look at teachers’ experiences in the professional development 
initiative, while also highlighting classroom enactment of assessment practices during literacy 
instruction.  Informed by the notion that teachers learn both in practice and through reflection 
(Ball & Cohen, 1999), I attempted to create an intentional space for teacher dialogue to reflect on 
their experiences during interviews, while also observing their use of assessment during literacy.  
Knowing that school leadership is essential to the success of a professional development 
program on formative assessment (Barton & Stepanek, 2012; Moss, Brookhart, & Long, 2013), I 
also sought to gain the perspectives of past and current district leaders.  The main research 
questions that guided this inquiry were: 
Classroom Level: 
• How do teachers describe or interpret formative assessment?   
• What elements of formative assessment do teachers take away from the professional 
development initiative? 
• How do teachers enact formative assessment in their classrooms during literacy?  How 
are data being used? 
Administrative Level: 
• What are the district and administrator’s goals for the professional development 
initiative? 
• How is the professional development initiative structured?   
• How does the professional development structure shape teachers’ understanding or use of 
formative assessment? 
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These questions help to answer how formative assessment is understood at the classroom 
level by gathering the experiences of classroom teachers.  The questions also bring awareness 
and attention to the larger context of the professional development initiative on formative 
assessment.   
Significance of Study 
There is a paucity of research on how teachers use assessments to inform instruction, or 
on why they give particular assessments.  The Spencer Foundation initiated a Request for 
Proposals (RFP) in 2012 to help address the lack of research on how student performance data 
informed instruction.  The RFP emphasized the need for empirical work that informs our 
understanding of how, and in what ways teachers are using data to improve instruction.  What 
leaves formative assessment open to varying interpretations is that there is not one agreed upon 
definition in the research community.  Formative assessment, as a pedagogical practice, is not 
well understood despite the wide body of literature that exists (Heritage, Walqui, Linquanti, 
2013).  Focusing the attention on how teachers describe formative assessment, as well as 
attempting to understand their pedagogical actions or responses to student data (Heritage & 
Chang, 2012) is warranted in bringing attention to teachers’ understanding(s) of the construct as 
well as how it functions in the context of literacy.   
This study supports the essential role of the teacher in the assessment process.  While 
literacy organizations such as the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE, 2014) and the 
International Reading Association (IRA, 2014) argue that the teacher is the most important agent 
of assessment, assessment has not been a priority in preservice and inservice programs (Heritage, 
2007).  Specifically in relation to formative assessment, the teacher has been described as the 
instrument, and the embodiment of formative assessment is awareness of students’ literate 
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behaviors, while also arranging classroom practices that make literacy learning visible (Johnston 
& Costello, 2005).  The challenge has been providing teachers with the opportunities to master 
essential assessment competencies (Stiggins, 2002).  In order for teachers to develop assessment 
expertise, providing professional development opportunities and more specifically, professional 
learning communities has been recommended (Darling-Hammond, Wei, Andree, Richardson & 
Orphanos, 2009; NCTE, 2014).  While school districts often initiate professional development as 
a means to help improve teacher quality and student achievement, more research is needed on 
what teachers learn across those opportunities (Wilson and Berne, 1999) and how collaborative 
experiences impact teacher practices (Goddard, Goddard, & Tschannen-Moran, 2007).  This 
study highlights classroom teachers’ opportunities, while also paying attention to the 
organizational factors and structures that potentially influence their opportunities to understand 
and use formative assessment (The Spencer Foundation, 2012).   
Formative assessment is intertwined with teaching and commonly unfolds as exchanges 
between teachers and student(s).  It is contingent on the instructional situation and student(s); 
therefore, “There can be no prescription for what a single instance of formative assessment 
should look like (Trumbull & Lash, 2013, p. 3).  Looking closely at the professional 
development initiative and teachers’ practices is necessary to further understand how the various 
components that encompass the construct of formative assessment come together as a process.  
Feedback has been reported as the “linchpin” that connects the process (Brookhart, Moss, & 
Long, 2010, p. 41), but more research is needed as “there are many unknowns about teachers’ 
feedback practices” (Ruiz-Primo & Li, 2013, p. 173).  This study looks at how formative 
assessment is situated in the professional development initiative as well as in teachers’ classroom 
practices.   
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Outline of the Chapters 
 In Chapter 2, I review the relevant literature that supports understanding the construct of 
formative assessment.  I first present a historical backdrop on the trajectory of educational 
assessment and differing perspectives.  The next section focuses more specifically on assessment 
for learning and highlights the varying definitions and common characteristics of formative 
assessment found within the literature.  Teacher preparation and professional development as 
avenues to help improve teaching and learning are also highlighted.  In an effort to gain insight 
into teachers’ past, present and future experiences surrounding formative assessment and 
professional development, I conclude the chapter by presenting a framework grounded in valuing 
teacher learning, inquiry and reflection.   
 Chapter 3 presents the methodology I used to understand the teachers’ experiences on 
formative assessment as they participated in the district-wide professional development initiative.  
I introduce the participants, describe the research site, and explain the procedures for my data 
collection and analysis.  I also discuss my role as a researcher and highlight my awareness of 
how assessment has shaped my life as both a student and teacher.  I elaborate on how my career 
as a teacher and prior schooling experiences are critical to the lens in which I view assessment 
practices and teaching in this particular space.   
 In Chapter 4, I describe the yearlong professional development initiative on formative 
assessment and highlight the perspectives of multiple participants.  Through conducting 
interviews with administrators, I provide the historical background of formative assessment in 
the district as well as present the goals of the current initiative.  This chapter highlights the 
multiple voices of teachers as they navigate through the professional development initiative and 
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bring attention their collaborative experiences, individual understandings of formative 
assessment, and the organizational factors that influences their experiences.    
 In chapter 5, I introduce my first focal participant, Julie, a first grade teacher.  I describe 
the context of her classroom and instructional practices she uses during literacy instruction.  Her 
thoughts about how she assesses her young learners and in what ways she uses the data she 
collects are discussed.  More specifically, I look closer at Julie’s understanding of formative 
assessment, while attempting to make visible the varying classroom assessment practices (e.g., 
writing, informal charts) she enacts during her literacy instruction.  Julie’s uptake of the 
professional development initiative, and what she brought into the context of her literacy 
instruction are highlighted along with the tensions she experienced.   
 Chapter 6 introduces my second case and focal participant, Grace, a third grade teacher.  I 
discuss the district-wide and interim assessments that Grace was responsible for administering to 
her third graders during literacy.  More specifically, the use of common assessments is 
highlighted as Grace and her third grade team worked collaboratively to create and administer 
assessments on the elements of literature and use of textual evidence.  Other forms of assessment 
such as students’ writing in response to a text (e.g., lo-tech blog) and the use of self-assessment 
are also presented.  Grace’s experiences and uptake of the professional development are made 
visible, while also acknowledging the tensions brought on by changes with teacher evaluations.   
 In Chapter 7, I summarize the major findings and key ideas addressed in this inquiry.  I 
argue for the need to help teachers develop a clear definition of the complex construct of 
formative assessment so that they can begin to use the process during literacy instruction.  
Paying close attention to the organizational conditions of professional development programs are 
also discussed to ensure that teachers have access and opportunities to learn about formative 
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assessment.  Repositioning formative assessment, not as a tangible product, but as a process that 
is naturally embedded into day-to-day teaching practices is highlighted.  I revisit the need for 
teachers to have models of formative assessment and to learn in practice so that they can analyze 
and reflect on teaching practices.  I conclude this chapter by offering educational implications 
surrounding assessment and professional development and present possible directions for future 
research. 
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Chapter 2 
Review of the Literature 
 The purpose of this study is to understand the experiences of elementary teachers and 
enactment of practice as they participated in a professional development initiative on formative 
assessment.  This literature review is organized to first provide the historical perspectives 
surrounding assessment.  The second section highlights formative assessment by discussing the 
varying definitions and common characteristics found within the literature.  The next section 
brings attention to teacher preparation in relation to assessment and includes literature related to 
professional development as an avenue to improve classroom instruction.  In an effort to 
understand teachers’ enactment of assessment practices, I conclude the chapter by presenting a 
framework grounded in teacher learning, inquiry and reflection. 
Historical Perspective 
Historically, educational testing has grown out of the scientific measurement field, and is 
situated within a behaviorist paradigm (Shepard, 2000).  Assessments within this school of 
thought became focused on objectivity and unpacking a set of “truths” (Thorndike & Hagen, 
1977).  Thorndike has been described as the “father of the testing movement” and in the early 
1900s, he collaborated with his students to produce standardized tests and rating scales (Smith & 
Adams, 1972).  During this time, assessment took shape in the form of measuring one’s aptitude, 
achievement, personality, and intelligence.  Shepard (2000) described this time as the social 
efficiency movement built on the belief that science could be helpful in solving problems of 
urbanization and industrialization.  The belief was that the principles behind scientific 
management could be applied successfully in schools, with the emphasis on precise 
measurements of skills.   
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Hines (1923) posited that the main element found within educational measurement was 
comparison and he explained that standard measures were different from traditional classroom 
examinations because they were developed and constructed scientifically.  Intelligence and 
achievement tests were viewed as the preferred methods to help classify and diagnose students.  
Fenton and Worcester (1928) claimed that “problem children” should be given tests often, but 
that it was not necessary for other students to receive intelligence tests on a frequent basis (p. 15).  
Fenton and Worcester also highlighted that intelligence tests and achievement tests were not 
perfect and had limitations, but asserted that they were “the best instruments now available to 
teachers to use in getting measurements of the knowledge and progress of children” (p. 11).  It 
was claimed that when two or more of such tests were administered accurately there would 
rarely be a serious error.   
Garrett’s text (1959), Testing For Teachers, was written in an effort to help prepare 
educators to administer and score mental tests (e.g., intelligence, aptitude, achievement) with 
their students.  A mental test was described by Garrett as a useful measure for comparing 
children, or stacking them up against one another (p. 3).  The idea of comparing students 
remained prevalent in the literature and it became evident that the notion was built on detecting 
individual differences in children.   
In 1965, the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (P.L. 89-10, ESEA) was passed as 
part of President Lyndon B.  Johnson’s “War on Poverty.”  The political action marked the 
government’s role in ensuring elementary and secondary students an equal access to education.  
The intent was that federal funding would be distributed to states and schools to help low-income 
families (McKay, 1965).  Children were to be provided with the necessary materials to learn and 
the goal was to help those students who were being educationally deprived.  In the mid 60s, a 
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move toward acknowledging the need that teaching should be guided by collecting continuous 
information about students’ progress emerged.  Glaser (1963) brought attention to the different 
uses of assessment and distinguished norm-referenced measures from criterion-referenced 
assessments.   
Lindvall’s (1967) text on Measuring Pupil Achievement and Aptitude sought to provide 
teachers with an introduction to the components of educational measurement and evaluation.  
The text highlighted that “tests are only of value if they yield information that is used to improve 
the total teaching learning process” (p. 5).  This raised awareness of the nature of using 
assessment to help guide instruction.  In 1972, Smith and Adams argued that a characteristic of 
an effective testing program is one that includes “a variety of tests…in the situation where it can 
make its maximum contribution” (p. 273).  While standardized measures still remained the 
preferred and most valued form of assessment, the use of informal measures (e.g., observations, 
checklists) was becoming part of the discourse.  The potential role they could have in yielding 
information for teachers was also noted. 
The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP), also known as, the Nation’s 
Report Card, has been a longtime staple in measuring the achievement of the youth of our nation 
(National Center for Education Statistics, NCES, 2012a).  There had been an interest in 
developing an assessment that could be used nationally; the planning of NAEP began in 1964 
(NCES, 2012b).  The first nationwide administration took place in 1969 and has since been used 
to assess fourth, eighth, and twelfth graders on tests such as reading, writing, math, and science, 
civics, arts, and U.S. history.  In 2014, students will also be assessed on technology and 
engineering literacy (NCES, 2012b).   
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In 1983, the National Commission on Excellence in Education released A Nation at Risk: 
The Imperative For Educational Reform.  The document signaled a powerful reform movement 
towards standards-based education (Jorgensen & Hoffman, 2003).  It also prompted a heightened 
sense of urgency to raise student achievement and called for more rigorous and measurable 
standards.  Curriculum-based measures of assessment expanded in the late 70s and 80s and were 
commonly used in identifying students with special needs (Black & Wiliam, 1998).  For instance, 
the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS; Good & Kaminski, 2002) 
emerged out of the Institute for Research and Learning Disabilities in Minnesota (University of 
Oregon Center on Teaching and Learning, 2012).  The assessment has since received much 
attention as part of the Reading First Initiative (Riedel, 2007).  The DIBELS assessment is 
typically recommended as a form of intervention for “struggling” or “at-risk” students, and is 
often a go-to assessment as part of Response to Intervention (IDEA, 2004).  In an effort to shift 
from the focus on high-stakes assessments, an interest in authentic, and performance-based 
assessments emerged in the late 80s and early 90s (Black & Wiliam, 1998).  The focus was 
directed toward showcasing a collection of student work, while also promoting student review 
and reflection.   
As part of the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act came the 
No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB) of 2001 (P.L. 107-110).  This piece of legislation led to 
substantial changes to the assessment of students throughout the United States.  States were 
required to build assessments to track and maintain the achievement levels of all learners 
(Jorgensen & Hoffman, 2003).  The NCLB Act emphasized an increase in accountability of 
states, schools, and districts in order to help improve school performance and student outcomes.  
It also required alignment of standards to assessments, parental involvement, and highly 
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qualified teachers (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).  Concerns have been raised about how 
NCLB would effectively address the inequalities that persist in U.S. schools (Darling-Hammond, 
2004).  Questions about what NCLB meant in terms of curriculum, teaching, and assessment 
were also brought forward.  Darling-Hammond (2004) stated: 
Furthermore, the act’s regulations have caused a number of states to abandon their 
thoughtful diagnostic assessment and accountability systems—replacing instructionally 
rich, improvement-oriented systems with more rote-oriented punishment driven 
approaches and it has thrown many high-performing and steadily improving schools into 
chaos rather than helping them remain focused and deliberate in their ongoing efforts to 
serve students well (pp. 4-5). 
There is no doubt that NCLB has created an alarm especially with regards to the types of 
instruction students would receive and on the measures that would take priority in classrooms.  
With the release of the Common Core State Standards in 2010, changes in relation to assessment 
have continued to unfold.  As stated in the mission, “The Common Core State Standards provide 
a consistent, clear understanding of what students are expected to learn” (Common Core State 
Standards Initiative, 2010).  However, researchers warn that the Common Core State Standards 
fails to consider the uniqueness of students of color and the need for socially relevant and 
differentiated approaches to learning (Kirkland, 2011).  Kirkland (2011) argues that the “Core 
Curriculum Standards (CCS) for ELA is just another iteration of educational reform that retraces 
the structural injustices of the past” (p. 373).  The overarching fear is that the literacy standards 
will be interpreted narrowly and position teachers to instruct and assess literacy through a narrow, 
or skills-based approach.   
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More currently, there have been shifts in relation to assessments, particularly due to the 
Race to the Top Assessment Program (U.S. Department of Education, 2013).  Two multi-state 
consortia—Partnership for Assessment of Readiness for College and Careers (PARCC) and 
Smarter Balanced Assessment Consortium (SBAC), were awarded federal grants to create and 
deliver national assessments in mathematics and language arts that align to the Common Core 
State Standards (Onosko, 2011).  While the assessment systems show promise in that students 
will have more than one opportunity to show what they know, they also illustrate that summative 
measures are still the priority as the non-summative assessments are described as “optional” or 
positioned as “additional resources.”  The development of curricular frameworks and 
instructional modules that accompany the new assessment systems also bring an awareness that 
the consortia have potential to “drive curriculum and instruction” (Eitel, Talbert, & Evans, 2012, 
p. 19).   
The interest and investment in summative assessment (broadly defined as assessing after 
learning) has outweighed alternative forms; however, formative assessment (assessment during 
learning) is emerging to help bring a balance and offer teachers opportunities to stretch beyond 
standardized measures in order to make sound instructional decisions (Stiggins, 2005).  More 
research is needed on how the new assessment systems might influence teachers’ use of a 
balanced assessment approach during classroom instruction.   
Curriculum, Instruction and Assessment: Concerns and Consequences 
Discourses surrounding tests, accountability and standards are prevalent within the 
current educational climate.  What counts as knowledge, and the best way to tap into what 
students know, can do, and understand are not always making it to the front of the agenda, or 
addressed in reform movements (Rothstein-Fisch, Trumbull, Isaac, Daley, & Pérez, 2003).  The 
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pressures of testing and push for accountability has led some teachers to revert to a basic skills 
approach as a means to reinforce state policy into classroom teaching (Olson, 2007).  McCarthey 
(2008) investigated the impact of NCLB on teachers’ writing instruction and found that the 
pressures of testing affected teachers’ sense of themselves and impacted curricular decisions (e.g., 
removal of particular subjects such as art and social studies, or less time for writing instruction).   
Standardized summative measures have also been questioned about whether or not they 
are helpful for teachers in guiding student learning (Stiggins, 2005).  Researchers (Darder & 
Torres, 2004; LaCelle-Peterson & Rivera, 1994) have raised concerns and cautions regarding the 
use of standardized measures due to high-stakes decisions that result.  High stakes decision-
making can be described as those, which are “likely to affect students’ lives and decisions that 
are difficult to correct” (McKay, 2006, p. 20).  As Darling-Hammond (2004) noted, “Just 
offering high-stakes tests does not provide what parents and children would call genuine 
accountability” (p. 26).  If we want students to learn at higher levels, then they need 
opportunities to experience effective teaching using a strong curriculum (Darling-Hammond, 
2004).   
For culturally and linguistically diverse learners, the use of standardized formats has 
resulted in decreased graduation rates, increased dropout rates, suspension, and student retention 
(Menken, 2008).  Solórzano (2008) asserts that issues of fairness are critical during the design 
phase of an assessment.  This entails decisions regarding what constructs to measure, and how to 
measure them appropriately.  One critical component is the content of the material being 
assessed, and the issues surrounding the cultural and life experiences of students.  Assessments 
must take into account the sociocultural influences that shape students’ thinking and the way in 
which they make sense of assessment items (Solano-Flores, 2011).  Viewing students through a 
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cultural lens encourages an appreciation of the multiple ways that they interpret and respond to 
items on a test (Solano-Flores, 2011). 
To ensure instructional accountability and adequate test performance many districts have 
required mandated curricula in an effort to essentially “teacher proof” the curriculum (Doyle, 
1992).  “Teacher proof” curricula has been described by Giroux (2002) as management 
pedagogies (p. 47) because knowledge is broken down into discrete parts, standardized, and 
measured through predefined forms of assessment.  Requiring strictly commercial materials (e.g., 
basal readers) for reading and writing falls into the arena of deskilling teachers (Apple 1986; 
Shannon, 1987).  Apple (1982) argues that the deskilling of teachers is related to technical 
control because requiring teachers to use prepackaged curricular materials increases productivity 
and reduces inefficiency.  When using commercial reading or writing programs, teachers 
essentially surrender their responsibilities as the literacy lessons are predetermined and mapped 
out from the initial goals through the final evaluation.  Shannon (1987) posits, “With the advent 
of teacher's manuals, teachers began to lose control of the goals and methods of instruction” (p. 
320) and with the inclusion of pre made assessment materials in commercial reading and writing 
programs, assessment has become standardized in an effort to reduce teachers’ subjectivities.  
Teachers are therefore expected to rely on predetermined criteria when making judgments about 
students’ performance.   
Giroux and Schmidt (2004) asserted that testing has become an ideological weapon 
because it promotes standardized curricula and “What knowledge is taught, under what 
conditions, for what purpose and by whom has become less important than developing precise 
measuring instruments for tracking students and increasingly for disempowering and deskilling 
teachers” (p. 220).  Expecting teachers to adhere to predefined curriculum and assessments is 
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also worrisome with the intensive shift toward teacher evaluations linked to students’ 
performance.  As Darder and Torres (2004) stated, “any variation in the quality of student 
performance, according to the current logic of accountability, can be tied directly to the quality 
of teaching” (p. 85).  Therefore, through the process of standardization, the intellectual work of 
teachers has been devalued, and rather than having opportunities to use and/or produce materials 
that are appropriate for their social and cultural contexts, many are often provided back-to-basics 
and narrow curricula (Giroux, 2002).   
Stiggins and Chappuis (2006) warn educators about “off the shelf” assessments that are 
marketed as formative assessments.  Such pre-packaged measures do not help teachers apply the 
strategies to enhance student learning.  With a heavy focus on curricula and standards and usage 
of predefined forms of assessment assessments, it is critical to continue unraveling how to help 
teachers and administrators broaden their perspectives of literacy(ies), what counts as knowing, 
as well ways to acknowledge students’ flexible, and unique communicative competencies 
through alternate forms of assessments (Solano-Flores & Trumbull, 2008). 
Understanding Assessment For Learning 
“To many of today’s teachers, assessment is synonymous with high-stakes standardized tests.  
But there is an entirely different kind of assessment that can actually transform both teaching 
and learning” (Heritage, 2007, p. 140). 
The distinction between formative and summative assessment dates back to Scriven’s 
(1967) work on the unique roles and approaches of each in educational evaluation (Popham, 
2008).  Formative assessment has been defined differently throughout the research community 
and a lack of an agreed upon operational definition still exists (Dunn & Mulvenon, 2009).  
Scriven (1967) described formative evaluation as process research (p. 51) and as making an 
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improvement to a course or program while it is still ongoing and fluid (p. 43).  Formative 
evaluation allows evaluators to understand the merit of a program during the intermediate stages, 
while providing space for program staff to make improvements and modifications (Popham, 
2008).  Scriven described summative evaluation as determining a program’s worth at the end 
(summation) by whether it had met the intended goals.   
Bloom (1968) transferred and applied the notions of formative and summative to 
educational assessment in his learning for mastery model (Bloom, Hastings, & Madaus, 1971).  
Bloom argued that the classroom teacher was highly influential in a student’s learning.  His work 
highlighted the value of organizing skills and concepts into smaller units and administering 
formative assessments to measure the learning goals (Guskey & Bailey, 2001).  The mastery 
learning (Bloom, 1971) approach required that learning goals be clearly defined and carefully 
sequenced.  It also emphasized that learning be checked on a frequent basis and that students be 
given feedback on their progress (Guskey, 2007; Guskey & Gates, 1986).  Bloom’s contribution 
brings attention to individualized learning in that students move on to new material only once 
they have mastered a unit (Guskey, 2007; Guskey & Gates, 1998). 
 Sadler’s (1989) work extended Bloom’s position and posited that formative assessment is 
concerned with “how judgments about the quality of student responses (performances, pieces, or 
works) can be used to shape or improve the students’ competence by short-circuiting the 
randomness and inefficiency of trial-and-error learning” (p. 120).  Sadler contends that 
summative assessment is passive and does not have immediate impact on a student’s learning.  
He also acknowledged the profound impact of decision-making and consequences that 
summative assessment can have on students.  Stiggins (2005) agreed that a one-year summative 
assessment does not happen frequently enough and therefore is not sufficient in making day-
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today instructional decisions in classrooms.  Stiggins (2005) posits that summative measures can 
inform accountability decisions, but that they are not helpful in directing or guiding students’ 
learning at the classroom level.  He highlighted that summative assessments lack “sensitivity to 
instruction” (p. 326) and do not paint a full picture of learners, making it difficult for teachers to 
help pinpoint individual needs.   
Black and Wiliam’s (1998) article on formative assessment is widely cited in the research 
literature and the authors provided the following description in their seminal piece: 
 We use the general term assessment to refer to all those activities undertaken by teachers 
— and by their students in assessing themselves — that provide information to be used as 
feedback to modify teaching and learning activities.  Such assessment becomes formative 
assessment when the evidence is actually used to adapt the teaching to meet student needs 
(p. 82).   
In Black and Wiliam’s (1998) definition, the information provided by a formative 
assessment must be used to adjust instruction to help meet the needs of learners (Popham, 2006).  
Popham (2006) emphasized that Black and Wiliam required adjustments by the teacher, but it 
was also critical that the adjustments “work” (p. 5).  With the increased interest in formative 
assessment, the Council of Chief State School Officers (CCSS) created a national initiative in 
2006 to promote its use (CCSS, 2014).  An advisory group that consisted of educational and 
measurement researchers and state agency leaders was formed (Melmer, Burmaster, & James, 
2008).  The Formative Assessment for Students and Teachers (FAST) worked with the advisory 
group to review definitions.  The following definition was adopted in 2006, “Formative 
assessment is a process used by teachers and students during instruction that provides feedback 
 22 
to adjust ongoing teaching and learning to improve students’ achievement of intended 
instructional outcomes” (Melmer et al., 2008, p. 3).   
In 2008, James Popham (2008) presented a definition for teachers that stated that 
formative assessment is, “…a planned process in which assessment-elicited evidence of students’ 
status is used by teachers to adjust their ongoing instructional procedures or by students to adjust 
their current learning tactics” (p. 6).  Popham’s definition highlights a planned and ongoing 
process that includes students. Inclusion of the word, ongoing, signaled that formative 
assessment was a process, rather than a particular type of assessment (Popham, 2008).  
Therefore, the results on a given assessment can be used for either summative or formative 
purposes (Bell & Cowie, 2001; Popham, 2008). 
In the text, Formative Assessment: Making it Happen in the Classroom, Margaret 
Heritage (2010b), presented the formative assessment process as a cycle.  Figure 1 highlights the 
process and components.  Heritage explains that it begins with the teacher identifying the 
learning goals and the criteria for success.  During instruction, teachers will use different 
strategies to elicit evidence of student learning (e.g., observations, questions, instructional tasks).  
The teacher then interprets the evidence in relation to the success criteria.   
 
Figure 1.  Formative assessment process (Heritage, 2010b, p. 11). 
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The next phase of the process is to interpret the evidence and determine the gap between 
students’ current status and the desired goal(s).  Teachers (or peers) provide feedback to the 
student on their status in relation to the criteria for success.  Heritage (2010b) reported that 
students can also receive feedback through self-assessment opportunities.  Based on the result of 
the feedback, teachers then plan a response or action to lead the student to close the gap (e.g., 
guide them to where they need to go next).  The teacher provides the student support by 
scaffolding the instruction to move them from where they currently are to where they need to be.  
The last step is to close the gap to assist students toward achieving the learning goal.  Heritage 
(2010b) argues that the process of successful implementation of formative assessment is highly 
dependent on a classroom culture where students feel safe to receive feedback.    
 Torrance and Pryor (2001) discussed two approaches to classroom assessment as a 
representation of a continuum of possibilities.  Convergent assessment was described as an 
assessment that was focused on discovering if a student knows, understands, and can complete a 
predetermined task.  The authors stated that this view of assessment might take shape as a 
repeated or continuous summative assessment due to the focus on an assessment given by the 
teacher and consisting of more closed tasks.  Divergent assessment is closer to formative 
assessment, as it is an assessment that is directed at a student’s understanding, versus a 
predetermined and set agenda from the teacher.  It entails less planning, and encourages more 
open-ended questions to tap into what a student knows. 
Shavelson and SEAL (2003) distinguished the following three types of formative 
assessment: (a) “on-the-fly”; (b) planned-for-interaction; and (c) formal and curriculum-
embedded.  “On-the-fly” assessment describes assessment that is not planned and takes place 
spontaneously during lessons.  Planned for interaction is where the teacher makes deliberate 
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decisions beforehand and plans questions to engage students and draw on their thinking.  
Curriculum embedded is more formal and occurs when a teacher, or curriculum developer 
intentionally embeds formative assessment into a curriculum to purposefully enact teachable 
moments.  Figure 2 displays a continuum of the variation within formative assessment.  It helps 
to highlight the interactive nature of teaching and reinforces a continuum from informal to more 
formally planned assessment.  It also supports the notion that teachers cannot always predict or 
plan when assessment opportunities will arise and unfold during learning. 
Informal          Formal 
Unplanned          Planned 
 
  
On-the-Fly    Planned-For                            Embedded 
 
Figure 2. Continuum (From Shavelson & SEAL, 2003, p. 3). 
                              
Past reviews (Crooks, 1988; Natriello, 1987) have attempted to highlight the impact of 
classroom assessments on student performance.  Black and Wiliam’s (1998) in-depth review of 
about 250 articles on formative assessment reported significant gains in student learning.  The 
authors stated that the effect sizes of the formative assessment interventions were between 0.4 
and 0.7.  Black and Wiliam argued that students who were identified as low achieving made the 
largest gains resulting in enhanced learning.  They also brought attention to the importance of 
feedback and including the learner in the process.  Dunn and Mulvenon (2009), however, have 
raised concerns about Black and Wiliam’s (1998) article due to the generalizations regarding the 
context and population of students and the quality of studies selected. 
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Wiliam, Lee, Harrison, and Black (2004) implemented an intervention with 24 teachers 
in six schools in England over a six-month period.  The teacher participants included two math 
and two science teachers from each school site and each varied in terms of their experience and 
expertise.  The intervention included in-service days for the teachers as well as observations by 
the project staff that facilitated time to discuss the action plan and reflect on practice.  The 
teachers in the study were encouraged to spend time experimenting with the suggested strategies 
(e.g., questioning, sharing criteria with learners, self-assessment) and were asked to develop an 
action plan and identify the areas of their teaching in which they were seeking to increase the use 
of formative assessment.  The authors reported that almost every plan focused on teachers’ 
questioning techniques, but only eleven teachers described precisely how they would go about 
implementation.  Sharing objectives were also mentioned by many teachers as well as infusing 
self-assessment.   
Wiliam et al. (2004) used external tests (e.g., mandated assessments) and compared 
differences between experimental and comparison groups.  The researchers reported a mean 
effect size of 0.32, and while that signifies noticeable effects in the treatment, they urged caution 
in that the evidence they presented was “difficult to interpret” (p. 62) due to flaws with the 
comparison groups and in their research design (use of external tests).  While the focus of the 
paper did not include the scope of the qualitative changes in teacher practices, the authors did 
mention that teacher change was slow and occurred toward the latter end of the study.  The 
researchers assert that the study provides evidence that improvement in formative assessment can 
produce benefits in mandated assessments.   
Ruiz-Primo and Furtak (2006) investigated the context of science to understand what 
informal formative assessment looked like during scientific inquiry.  The authors posit that it is 
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important to distinguish between formal, or planned formative assessments versus informal, or 
interactive formative assessments (Bell & Cowie, 2001).  The focus on informal formative 
assessment emphasizes an assessment (whole group, small group, one-on-one) being 
administered at any point in time, such as through classroom talk.  Ruiz-Primo and Furtak (2006) 
used the term assessment conversation (p. 207) (Duschl, 2003) to describe the “dialogues that 
embed assessment into an activity already occurring in the classroom” (p. 207).  The authors 
described the conversations as ESRU cycles as consisting of the following four elements: (a) 
teacher asks questions to elicit thinking; (b) student provides response; (c) teacher recognizes 
student response; and (d) information is collected and used to support student learning.   
Ruiz-Primo and Furtak (2006) collected forty-nine videotapes of the four middle school 
science teachers to analyze discussions.  While the student performance across teachers varied, 
the authors discovered that the teachers who enacted the ESRU cycles had students who 
performed higher on embedded assessments.  Ruiz-Primo and Furtak also reported that most of 
the eliciting questions were related to interpretation of data or in identification of patterns.  There 
were fewer eliciting questions in asking students to compare or contrast others’ ideas, or to 
evaluate quality of evidence. The study emphasized that teachers who elicit the “right kinds of 
information” (Wiliam, 2006, p. 285) shift away from the traditional Initiate Response Evaluate 
(IRE) format (Cazden, 1988; 2001), and respond to students’ learning needs.   
As part of a larger study, Heritage and Chang (2012) presented an analysis of teachers’ 
feedback in focus groups with the goal of providing information about English Language 
Learners’ performance on reading assessments that were designed for formative purposes.  The 
researchers explored questions relating to whether teachers understood the nature and purposes 
of formative assessment and their perspective on responding pedagogically to data gathered 
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formatively.  Eleven middle school teachers participated in the focal groups and eight of those 
teachers completed a survey related to assessment.  Participants were divided into three groups 
and they took part in an online webinar, which included score reports for a formative assessment 
for English Language Learners.  Teachers were asked a series of different questions about the 
assessment reports during focus groups and three categories were presented from the qualitative 
data gathered.   
Heritage and Chang (2012) found that the teachers’ comments reflected an evaluative 
stance to formative assessment.  Teachers recognized that formative assessment required a 
pedagogical action; however, reteaching was described as the action and the researchers argue 
that such an action is not consistent with helping students close the gap by scaffolding learning.  
Lastly, teachers expressed the need for fine-grained assessment data for formative purposes.  The 
analysis of teachers’ feedback highlights that not all teachers understand the purpose of 
formative assessment and the uses of data.  The authors posited that formative assessment is not 
implemented frequently and that organizational and cultural factors undergird the persistent 
dominance of summative assessment.   
Through examining the varying definitions of formative assessment, it is clear that both 
teachers and students are actively involved in the process.  The teachers adjust the instruction 
and the students adjust their learning (Popham, 2008).  The overarching component of formative 
assessment is using evidence of learning to adjust instruction in order to help meet the needs of 
learners (Wylie, Lyon, & Goe, 2009).  The critical piece of formative assessment as described by 
Johnston and Costello (2005) is being a sensitive observer and remaining aware of the literate 
behaviors of a child.  This entails taking on their perspective in an effort to understand what a 
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child knows and can do, and arranging the environment where they can display competence and 
excel.   
One limitation within the literature is that there is not an agreed upon definition of the 
construct of formative assessment.  Therefore, understanding how teachers are interpreting, 
enacting, and making adjustments during classroom instruction is necessary.  While there is a 
general consensus that the use of formative assessment is beneficial to student learning, more 
research on teachers’ understandings and implementation across a variety of content areas is still 
needed. 
Characteristics of Formative Assessment 
The key elements of formative assessment (e.g., eliciting evidence, articulation of 
learning goals, use of feedback, and involvement of students) are widely discussed by various 
researchers (Brookhart, 2008; Heritage, 2008; Kulik & Kulik, 1988; McTighe and O’Connor, 
2005, Sadler, 1989; Shepard, 2005a), but how they each function and the relationships among 
them are not always as clear.  Understanding the characteristics of formative assessment is 
critical if districts and schools are to help their teachers with successful implementation.   
Eliciting evidence.  Heritage (2008) stated that teachers must carefully elicit evidence in 
systematic ways in order to have a constant stream about how a student’s learning is progressing 
toward a desired goal.  Learning progressions have been explained by Popham (2008) as a set of 
carefully sequenced learning blocks that students must master while working toward a curricular 
goal.  In Black and Wiliam’s (1998) paper, the authors argued that even if formative assessment 
takes place during “on the fly” (Shavelson & SEAL, 2003) teachable moments, interpretations of 
a student’s learning can be made based on their progression.  It offers teachers information on 
what actions they should take and where they should go next.  The evidence obtained also 
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provides teachers with the information to make appropriate adjustments to teaching in order to 
help close the gap between where they are (students’ current status) and where they need to be 
(desired learning goals) (Sadler, 1989; Wiliam & Thompson, 2007).   
Formative assessment has been described as a planned and ongoing process.  Wiggins 
and McTighe’s (2005) Backward Design process is commonly used in teacher preparation 
programs as an example of a curricular approach that highlights the planning process in relation 
to goals, priorities, and long term learning.  Three stages in Backward Design include:  
1. identify the desired outcomes and results 
2. determine acceptable evidence 
3. plan instruction and learning experiences.   
The aforementioned stages can potentially be helpful in implementing formative assessment as a 
planned process with a progression due to the focus on learning outcomes, establishment of 
criteria, and plans for assessment and learning experiences.  One missing link in the Backward 
Design approach is how teachers should go about communicating the desired outcomes and 
criteria to the students.   
Articulation of learning goals.  Researchers contend (Doyle & Holm, 1998; Zahorik, 
2006) that when planning, teachers often start with a general idea and visualize the activities 
they will engage their students in, rather than focusing on particular goals or objectives.  Sadler 
(1989) reported that it is not easy for teachers to communicate exactly what they are looking for 
and their conceptions of quality are held inside their heads as tacit knowledge.  Sadler explains 
that two ways that teachers could potentially specify standards for students is through showing 
exemplars and through descriptive statements.   
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Cohen, Lotan, Abram, Scarloss, and Schultz (2002) found that when groups of sixth 
grade students were provided with specific guidelines and evaluation criteria during social 
studies, they showed improvement in the quality of their discussions as well as writing product.  
Timperley and Parr (2009) explained the importance of learning goals, feedback and feed-
forward (something that a student needed to do in the future related to his/her writing) as a 
means to help students monitor their work and progress.  Timperley and Parr explained that how 
a teacher defines goals plays a significant role in the feedback cues that students will attend to in 
moving forward.  For instance, if a teacher communicates the learning goals to the students, but 
provides feedback that is not aligned, then it will cause confusion in terms of how students 
should progress and understand exactly what it is they should self-monitor.   
Timperley and Parr (2009) investigated the quality of 15 elementary teachers’ writing of 
instructional goals and the explicitness of criteria for mastery of tasks through feedback.  The 
authors conducted observations and also interviewed the students to gain their perspectives on 
how well they were understanding the lesson aims.  Timperley and Parr reported that even 
though the teachers had written thoughtful learning goals, that they were not always conveyed to 
the students, which made it difficult for learners to explain the aim or criteria for mastery.  The 
researchers stated that when teachers were unclear with their lesson aims and criteria, that 
students focused on surface features of the writing task, or a more general learning goal.  If the 
teachers were explicit and clearly articulated the goals and mastery criteria to students, then they 
were more able to identify deeper features of writing as the aims of the lesson.   
Clearly articulating the desired goals and outcomes of learning for the students is critical.  
Students should be aware of the targets for learning and their progression toward them 
(Chappuis, 2005).  This entails teachers understanding the overall trajectory of the process and 
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learning outcomes for students.  Therefore, teachers must have in-depth knowledge of the skills 
themselves to be able to guide their students and provide feedback along the way.  Heritage 
(2007) reported that most of the state standards “do not provide a clear progression” (p. 142) for 
understanding a student’s current status in relation to the learning goal.  This can present 
difficulty for teachers who are not able to accurately interpret state standards (Yap et al., 2007) 
and has resulted in some teachers ignoring a standard, or creating their own interpretations 
(Llosa, 2005). 
Use of feedback.  During classroom learning, students need to know how they are 
progressing and teachers should provide feedback on the quality of their performance (Sadler, 
1989).  Feedback has been defined by Ramaprasad (1983) as, “…information about the gap 
between the actual level and the reference level of a system parameter which is used to alter the 
gap in some way” (Ramaprasad, 1983, p. 4).  Wiliam (2006) added: 
  (It) is not the length of the feedback loop, nor where it takes place, nor who carries it out, 
nor even who responds.  The crucial feature is that evidence is evoked, interpreted in 
terms of learning needs, and used to make adjustments to better meet those learning 
needs (p. 285).   
Brookhart (2008) asserted that effective feedback must include information that students 
are able to use and therefore, the nature of feedback and context in which it is provided matters.  
Formative assessment becomes effective when it is timed so that the information gathered can be 
used (Shepard, 2008).  McTighe and O’Connor (2005) also argue that timeliness matters and that 
feedback should be provided both early and often to students.  Researchers (Brookhart, 2008; 
McTighe & O’Connor, 2005) contended that teachers must provide feedback that is specific and 
clear.  Once feedback is provided to a student externally, information may be added, confirmed, 
 32 
or even compared to the student’s interpretation of the task (Butler & Winne, 1995).  Students 
should also be able to state what they have done well, describe how they can improve on their 
work for next time, and be given opportunities to refine, practice and retry (McTighe & 
O’Connor, 2005).   
Assessment has been described as never purely academic, but rather a process of 
interpersonal communication with effects (Stiggins, 1992).  Feedback, particularly when 
evaluative, has not always been consistently helpful to students (Brookhart, 2008; Kluger & 
DeNisi, 1996).  Hattie and Timperley (2007) presented four levels of feedback that included: (a) 
feedback about the task; (b) feedback about students’ processing of the task; (c) feedback about 
students’ self-regulation; and (d) feedback about the student as a person (not related to task 
information).  The authors argued that feedback should be related to the task at hand and extend 
to helping students make connections about the quality of their performance.  Brookhart (2008) 
suggested that feedback should be positive, “describing how the strengths in a student’s work 
match the criteria for good work and how those strengths show what the student is learning” (p. 
26).  This approach offers suggestions about how to provide meaningful feedback and shifts 
away from simply putting a grade on a paper, or making comments such as “good job” or “needs 
improvement.”   
Ruiz-Primo and Li (2013) presented findings from three studies on the written feedback 
practices in students’ science notebooks in 26 elementary and middle school classrooms.  The 
teachers were reported to be using an inquiry-based approach to science, but they did not receive 
any training on the use of science notebooks.  In study 1, only 40% of teachers provided written 
feedback to students, 88% provided feedback in study 2, and 81% in study 3.  The frequency of 
feedback varied across teachers and grades.  The researchers reported that comments on student 
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work were provided less frequently than grades, symbols, or numbers.  For the 2,208 comments, 
33% were comments, and only 14% were descriptive.  These findings highlight that when 
teacher feedback takes shape as grades, numbers, or symbols, then students are not able to gather 
information on their strengths and weakness, understand the criteria for quality work, or have a 
clear direction of where to go next to improve learning.   
Feedback has been found to be a part of the literature on self-efficacy and motivation and 
some students will limit themselves to tasks they are certain to be successful at, while others are 
comfortable with challenges and view errors as a source for knowledge (Dweck, 1986; Heritage, 
2010a).  Remaining cognizant of students’ emotions requires avoiding feedback that is about the 
students themselves as opposed to performance on a task (Hattie & Timperley, 2007).  While 
feedback delivery can take shape through different modalities (e.g., written comments, during 
discussion), Brookhart (2008) posits that the type should be dependent on the learning 
objective(s) and developmental level of the learners.  Providing feedback to students is a 
complex endeavor, and students will interpret feedback from teachers differently based on their 
past histories with schooling. 
Student involvement.  A critical aspect of feedback and meaning making during 
formative assessment is that is does not occur solely as a form of transmission from a teacher to 
student, but rather it is a joint activity (Shepard, 2005a).  This can take shape through engaging 
with the teacher while receiving feedback or during self, or peer-to-peer assessment (Heritage, 
2010).  Formative assessment situated through a sociocultural lens acknowledges the social and 
collaborative nature of learning and “takes into account the role of interaction and joint collective 
action in the learning process” (Heritage, 2010a, p. 8).  The zone of proximal development (ZPD) 
described by Vygotsky (1978) explains the collaborative effort.  The ZPD is a space between 
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“the actual developmental level as determined by independent problem solving and the level of 
potential development as determined, through problem solving under adult guidance or in 
collaboration with more capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 86).  The teacher, or a more expert 
peer would monitor and provide scaffolded support to assist students in moving from what they 
already know to where they are able to go using their ZPD (Shepard, 2005a).   
Scaffolding can be described as when a novice learner participates and extends their 
current knowledge through interacting with others (Wood, Bruner & Ross, 1976).  Through 
scaffolding students’ learning, a teacher can assist a student in moving forward in the zone of 
proximal development and toward self-regulation of learning.  Shepard (2005a) described that 
formative assessment and scaffolding are linked together.  Cummins and Quiroa (2012) reported 
on how inquiry listening (or teacher listening) provided an avenue to incorporate formative 
assessment and scaffolding into literacy instruction with English learners in order to make 
immediate adjustments to meet students’ needs.  Inquiry listening was described as moving 
beyond just checking for understanding and seeking “to identify the rationale for students’ 
thoughts and how they come to these ideas-all which may involve cultural, personal, or 
experiential connections to texts or lessons” (p. 382).  Cummins and Quiroa explained that the 
goal was to scaffold the instruction of writing an expository response to a narrative text.  The 
authors argued that the use of discussions, think alouds, inquiry listening, frontloading lessons 
with photos, and use of culturally relevant picture books provided opportunities to scaffold 
learning and use formative assessment.   
Sadler (1989) highlighted the collaborative role of teachers and students by bringing 
attention to the notions of feedback and self-monitoring of learning.  He theorized the role that 
students play in the assessment process by stating that they must “(a) possess a concept of the 
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standard (or goal, or reference level); (b) compare the actual (or current) level of performance 
with the standard; (c) and engage in appropriate action which leads to some closure of the gap” 
(p. 121).  Teachers can provide input such as sharing the specific criteria for success to help set 
the foundation for students to self-assess monitor their own learning (Heritage, 2008).  This can 
help move students toward internalizing the input, and selecting “appropriate moves or strategies 
to bring their own performances closer to the goal” (Sadler, 1989, p. 138).  Peers can also be a 
useful resource in the feedback they provide to one another during learning.  Peer dialogue can 
be an important component of formative assessment to help students communicate their thinking 
and demonstrate their understanding of the goals, criteria, and overall task (Heritage, 2008).   
Heritage and Heritage (2013) investigated teacher-student interactions in a fifth grade 
classroom as a teacher facilitated writer’s workshop with 26 students (over 50% of students were 
English learners).  The researchers collected two hours of videotaped data on one-on-one 
formative assessment interactions.  The videos captured the teacher as she engaged in short 
conferences with students during the writing process on the genre of persuasive writing, and 
more specifically, counterarguments.  The teacher also recorded her reflections on her 
interactions with her students.  The videotapes were transcribed and analyzed for sequences 
using Conversation Analysis.  While the workshop model displayed a structure of consistency, 
the interactions differed with each student and the formative questioning was dependent on the 
needs of each student.  The researchers posited that respectful pedagogical questioning can be a 
resource in eliciting the status of student learning and making informed decisions on where to go 
next with instruction.  This study also highlights that teachers having in-depth content knowledge 
(e.g., in how to teach writing) and providing a clear roadmap and structure for learning (e.g., 
 36 
writer’s workshop) can move students toward the intended learning goals and successful 
performance.   
Researchers (Andrade & Boulay, 2003; Andrade, Du, & Wang, 2008; Ross, Rolheiser, & 
Hogaboam-Gray, 1999) found that students have shown success, particularly in their quality of 
writing, when engaging in self-assessment.  Rubrics are commonly used in classrooms as a 
measure to assess student learning.  Researchers (Andrade & Du, 2005; Arter & McTighe, 2001; 
Stiggins, 2001) argue that rubrics can serve two purposes.  The first can be for teaching and the 
second purpose is for evaluating.  Andrade and Valtcheva (2009) explained that an effective 
rubric will explicitly describe the common mistakes students make, provide information about 
the task at hand, and eliminate any guess work about high quality work and the learning targets.   
Butler and Winne’s (1995) review on feedback and self-regulated learning showed that 
much of the research in educational settings has focused on the external sources of feedback.  
The authors stated that self regulated learners draw on their knowledge and beliefs to construct 
an interpretation and to create goals.  A student then approaches the goals, monitors his or her 
process, and generates internal feedback.  Andrade and Valtcheva (2009) described that self 
regulation and achievement are related and that students “who set goals, make flexible plans to 
meet them, and monitor their progress end to learn more and do better in school than students 
who do not” (p. 13).  Self-assessment is described as a core element of self-regulation due to 
having an awareness of goals and checking on the progress toward meeting them (Andrade & 
Valtcheva, 2009).   
As Black and Wiliam (1998) stated, “If formative assessment is to be productive, pupils 
should be trained in self-assessment so that they can understand the main purposes of their 
learning and thereby grasp what they need to do to achieve” (p. 85).  Shepard (2005a) argued 
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that teaching students how to self-assess can increase their responsibility for learning, build a 
collaborative relationship between teacher and student, and assist with motivational and 
metacognitive purposes.  Sadler (1989) discussed that in order to improve performance, students 
must know how they are progressing as learners and that teachers must set up training 
opportunities for them.  In essence, students should be able to answer the questions: “Where am I 
going?  Where am I now?  How can I close the gap?” (Chappuis, 2005, p. 40).  Stiggins (1996) 
suggested that students must be included in the learning process to avoid having passive roles.  
Including students in the process can empower students and help move them toward goal setting 
and self-regulated learning (Brookhart, Moss & Long, 2008; Heritage, 2010a). 
Common Formative Assessments 
 Formative assessment is described as the use of ongoing and daily evidence to guide 
instruction (Trumbull & Gerzon, 2013), while common assessments are those that are created 
collaboratively in professional learning communities by teachers within the same grade level, or 
by those who teach the same course (Stiggins & DuFour, 2009). Common assessments can be 
summative or formative depending on their purpose (Bailey & Jakicic, 2011). Common 
formative assessments have been entering the conversation as an instructional tool to help 
promote student achievement and inform teacher practice.  Teachers collaborate to create, score 
and evaluate data and discuss the next steps to support students’ learning.  In order to maximize 
the potential of common formative assessments, Stiggins and DuFour (2009) argued that certain 
conditions need to be considered which include: (a) clear learning targets; (b) commitment to 
instruction and ensuring all student learn; (c) design of high-quality assessments; and (d) 
effective communication and delivering results in a timely manner.   
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 As part of a larger ethnography, Frey and Fisher (2009) reported on an urban elementary 
school (K-5) that focused on the use of common formative assessments.  Teachers brought 
student work to meetings and shared examples of student data with other teachers in the school.  
Throughout the four-year study, the teachers in the school instituted a writing program, and 
scored, evaluated and used common assessments to help inform and guide their instruction.  
During the professional development, teachers were given opportunities to meet with their grade 
level teams to pace the curriculum guides, create common assessments, and discuss results and 
implications.  The professional development also included teachers’ access to peer coaching to 
strengthen their skills in linking assessment to instruction.  
Frey and Fisher (2009) reported that between 2001 and 2005, the percentage of students 
who read at grade level increased significantly.  The researchers presented four benefits of the 
teachers participating in the professional development on common assessment that included: (a) 
teachers developed knowledge of content; (b) teachers who wrote common assessments became 
better at developing assessments over time; (c) the model helped to link instruction to 
assessment; and (d) teachers were able to identify students who needed extra support or 
interventions by analyzing data.  This study highlights attempts to bring teachers together to 
create assessments and increase student achievement beyond standardized forms.  This study 
also raises awareness to issues with teachers’ development of assessments, particularly with item 
design (e.g., framing and wording questions).  More research is needed on the development, use 
of common formative assessments, and the link to instruction as more school districts begin to 
use them in an effort to inform classroom instruction.  
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Teacher Preparation 
 Stiggins (2002) explained that only a small number of teachers are being adequately 
prepared to face the challenges that arise with classroom assessments due to lack of opportunity.  
In a 2000 survey, 71 % of teachers felt well prepared to maintain discipline in their classroom, 
where only 37% felt well prepared to use student performance assessment data (Parsad, Lewis, & 
Farris, 2001).  Many teachers have openly expressed that they need more training in the area of 
assessment (Wise, Lukin, & Ross, 1991).  No Child Left Behind (2001) required that teachers be 
highly qualified in the subjects they teach, but as Stiggins (2002) stated “only about a dozen 
states explicitly require competence in assessment as a condition to be licensed to teach” (p. 762).  
Teachers have reported that pressures for quality assessments increase with grade level (Stiggins 
& Bridgeford, 1985).  Therefore, understanding the schooling environment and demands of each 
grade level is important when investigating the use of assessments with classroom teachers. 
 Mertler (1999) conducted a statewide survey with Ohio teachers to understand their 
perceived level of preparedness.  When asked about their undergraduate preparation in 
assessment, the median response was “slightly prepared.”  When asked how they currently felt, 
the median response of the teachers was “somewhat prepared.”  Mertler’s study raised attention 
to the idea of whether teachers were possibly able to develop assessment skills while “on the job” 
(p. 294).   
 Stiggins (2002) argued that states are failing to provide teachers with the “assessment 
literacy” (p. 762) that is necessary to help teachers engage in formative assessment.  Popham 
(2009) noted that teachers must graduate assessment literate and that classroom teachers should 
be provided with professional development to equip them with the necessary skills.  Teachers 
who have not been adequately prepared in understanding assessments will be less likely to 
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scrutinize accountability tests, which do not always reflect what a student knows and can do.  
Preparing assessment literate teachers will not only help to give them leadership in taking action 
toward tests that are not appropriate, but also provide them with skills to make accurate 
interpretations of student data (Popham, 2009).   
Understanding the standards, overall learning goals and trajectory of a lesson are critical 
aspects that all teachers must have in order to successfully implement formative assessment.  
One of the key elements to formative assessment as discussed in the aforementioned section is 
that teachers need to effectively communicate the learning goals and criteria to their students.  
Aschbacher (1999) drew a sample of teachers from the elementary and middle school level and 
found that many were unclear with their students about the criteria and expectations for 
assignments.  Teachers commonly provided a list of a few criteria such as punctuation or 
creativity, but never explicitly defined what they meant for the students or provided sufficient 
grading guidelines.  In over one-third of the assignments, students were also not provided with 
feedback on their progress.  Students did however receive feedback on more challenging 
classroom projects as well as on their writing drafts.  Aschbacher (1999) noted that there was 
often a disconnection between the task and learning goals provided.  For instance, the teacher 
may have stated that the goal was to write an essay, but the task itself consisted of the students 
creating an outline.   
As Heritage (2010a) communicated, “a learning progression clearly articulates the 
trajectory along which students are expected to progress to improve in an area of learning” (p. 
13).  Researchers (Heritage, Kim, Vendlinski, & Herman, 2009) acknowledge that the movement 
into formative assessment is not always seamless as it requires teachers to have a clear 
understanding of the learning progression in a particular domain, students’ prior knowledge, 
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precursor skills necessary for specific goals, and an understanding of what satisfactory 
performance of a goal looks like, and how a skill increases in sophistication.  These multiple 
elements are essential for teachers in deciding where to go next with their students and how to 
adjust their instruction based on evidence of students’ learning.   
Professional Development  
Due to a push toward accountability, teachers are feeling the pressure to collect and 
report on classroom data.  The NCLB Act (2001) requires that states provide teachers with high 
quality professional development.  What exactly constitutes “high-quality” professional 
development and how to ensure that it is being made available to teachers, is not entirely clear or 
outlined in NCLB (Borko, 2004).  In an effort to help ensure that teachers make sense of the 
complexities surrounding classroom assessment, schools have sought to provide their teachers 
with professional development experiences.  As reported by Darling-Hammond et al. (2009), 
“Improving professional learning for educators is a crucial step in transforming schools and 
improving academic achievement” (p. 3).  Professional development opportunities have taken 
shape for teachers through various forms such as, (a) university/school partnerships; (b) district-
level professional development, (c) school-based professional development; and (d) self-directed 
professional development (McCarthey, Woodard, & Kang, 2011).  The goal is that professional 
development efforts can help to improve students’ literacy achievement (Au, Raphael, & 
Mooney, 2008).  In moving toward effective professional development practices, paying 
attention to context, characteristics and collaboration opportunities for teachers is critical.   
Context.  Researchers contend that school improvement and students’ literacy success “is 
a complex function of local contextualization where context, the players, their decisions, and 
time determine success” (Mosenthal & Mekkelsen, 2008, p. 283).  Mosenthal et al. (2004) 
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investigated the context and practices in 6 schools located in Vermont to understand what 
characteristics promoted high student performance in literacy.  They reported that the following 
characteristics contributed to success: (a) commitment to literacy improvement (8-10 years); (b) 
leadership (administrative and curricular); (c) communication between the teachers and 
administrators and similar vision for improvement; (d) teachers who are knowledgeable and 
demonstrate expertise; (e) and opportunities for students to engage with reading and discussing 
books.  Mosenthal et al. (2004) argued “a school’s context strongly influences its success” (p. 
365).  The aforementioned study demonstrates the constraints that different schools face (e.g., 
urban, small rural schools) and that success is not solely on the instructional approaches 
implemented, but on the fit of the approach to the school context.   
McCarthey, Woodard, and Kang (2011) conducted a study with 20 teachers from four 
districts to understand urban and rural teachers’ access and perceptions of professional 
development in writing.  The study attended to the role of context, particularly in relation to 
access to professional development opportunities.  The small urban districts had more 
collaboration with the local university, whereas the rural schools were not as connected.  The 
urban districts engaged in professional development that was content focused (on writing), 
consisted of active learning components, and was of a longer duration.  The rural districts, on the 
other hand, were more constrained by test-driven activities that were mandated by the district 
and lacked a focus on writing.  The McCarthey et al. study highlights the need to understand the 
sociocultural components to school contexts as an integral component to professional 
development.   
Characteristics.  Professional development is more effective when it is local, ongoing, 
and intensive (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009; Wylie et al., 2009).  One-day workshops or short-
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term conferences have not been found to be as effective as those that are sustained for longer 
periods of time (Cohen & Hill, 2000; Darling-Hammond et al., 2009).  Desimone (2009) 
highlighted five core features of effective professional development that included: (a) content 
focus (i.e., subject matter and how students learn); (b) active learning (i.e., teachers engage in 
active learning); (c) coherence (i.e., learning is consistent with teachers’ knowledge and beliefs; 
(d) duration (i.e., span of time which activity is spread); and (e) collective participation (i.e., 
teacher interaction from the same grade level or school).  Effective professional development has 
also been described as inquiry-based and includes collaboration among teachers, administrators, 
and community members (Ingvarson, Meiers, & Beavis, 2005).  Researchers posit (Reeves, 
McCall, & MacGilchrist, 2001) that professional development needs to also have an emphasis on 
both the content and process for teacher growth and development.   
Sato, Wei, and Darling-Hammond (2008) investigated how the National Board 
Certification process impacted high school science and mathematics teachers’ classroom 
practices.  The authors stated that teachers’ practices are influenced by engagement in 
professional activities that allow them to step back and closely analyze and reflect on their 
practice.  School leadership (e.g., school principal, literacy coach) that is focused on improving 
students’ literacy development has also been reported as essential and instrumental to success 
(Au, 2005; Mosenthal et al., 2004). 
While best practices in professional development are prevalent throughout the literature, 
there is still a paucity of empirical research in the field of literacy on how collaborative 
experiences and professional development impact teacher practices and improve student 
performance (Goddard et al., 2007).  Garet, Porter, Desimone, Birman, and Yoon (2001) 
surveyed a national representative sample of teachers and focused on how professional 
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development experiences affected their practice specifically in the subjects of mathematics and 
science.  Garet et al. reported that sustained professional development is more likely to result in 
impact for teachers.  Professional development that focuses on opportunities for hands-on work, 
academic subject matter, and is integrated into the daily life of school has more of chance to 
enhance teachers’ knowledge and skills.   
Guskey (2003) analyzed 13 different lists of the characteristics of effective professional 
development to gain an understanding of the consensus about factors that contribute to success.  
The lists were collected from various publications written by Educational Testing Services, 
National Institute for Science Education, and American Federation of Teachers to name a few.  
Guskey reported that there were inconsistencies and contradictions in the characteristics.  He 
argued that the lists “were derived in very different ways, used different criteria to determine 
“effectiveness,” and varied widely in the characteristics they identified” (p. 749).  The research 
behind the lists rarely included rigorous studies that sought to understand the improvements in 
teacher practices or student performance.  Guskey noted that the most frequently cited 
characteristic of effective professional development was enhancing teachers’ content knowledge.  
Another characteristic frequently mentioned was the time and duration of professional 
development offered to teachers.  He also reported that two of the studies analyzed found that 
time spent on professional development did not relate to improvement of student outcomes.  
Based on his analysis, Guskey argued that time spent in professional development must be 
purposeful, carefully structured and highly organized to contribute to success.   
Corcoran, Fuhrman, and Belcher (2001) reported on an evaluation by the Consortium for 
Policy Research in Education and found that schools are not consistently obtaining or 
successfully interpreting research based evidence on professional development.  The authors 
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reported, “the efforts of district staff members to use research evidence were frequently 
frustrated by the lack of research on key issues…the lack of readily available syntheses, and the 
persistence of contradictory findings” (p. 80).  The teachers were also described as having more 
confidence in the recommendations and suggestions provided by other teachers, than in the 
research.  Corcoran et al. (2001) highlighted that teachers found research studies difficult to 
access and interpret.  The researchers reported that the selection of school reform by the staff 
was typically based on ease of use, comfort, lack of threat to the current practices, and good 
marketing versus evidence-based research.  Therefore, the information that is being presented to 
teachers as “best practices” needs to be carefully considered.  Ensuring that evidence-based 
research is making its way into school districts in an accessible manner is also essential.   
Collaboration.  Researchers have argued for more teacher collaboration experiences 
(Goddard, & Heron, 2001; Hausman & Goldring, 2001), but there is still a limited amount of 
empirical research to suggest that collaboration improves teaching and learning (Evans-Stout, 
1998; Vescio, Ross, & Adams, 2006).  More research is specifically needed on exploring the 
effects of different kinds of collaborative practices with teachers (Goddard et al., 2007).  
Colleagues have been found to be important sources of knowledge for assessment ideas (Stiggins 
& Bridgeford, 1982) and teacher interaction in groups outside of the classroom have been found 
to afford teachers time to examine problems, disclose uncertainties, and gather advice from 
others.  These types of interactions can assist with teacher learning and improvement of practice 
(Little, 2003).   
Little (2003) described that teacher learning within a collaborative community is both 
enabled as well as constrained due to the “force of tradition and the lure of innovation” (p. 939).  
Teachers’ habitual ways of acting or thinking about particular topics coincide with impulses to 
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question one’s practice.  It is not uncommon for teachers to spend many hours alone as the only 
adult in their classroom.  Teaching as a profession has been described as one that is isolated 
behind closed doors making it hard to “see” what other colleagues are doing in their room 
(Hargreaves, 1992).  While it may offer teachers a sense of privacy and comfort, it also limits 
opportunities for collaboration and sharing of ideas.   
Professional development through the use of literacy coaching has been implemented in 
schools and has contributed to students’ improvement in literacy (Biancarosa, Bryk, & Dexter, 
2010).  A literacy coach takes on the role of a mentor and exercises knowledge to provide 
classroom teachers with support as they learn research-based instruction and content (Dole, 
2004).  Teachers who have worked with a literacy coach reported that they valued the increased 
support, opportunities for collaboration, and time to learn about research-based instructional 
strategies.  Teachers also discussed that after working with a coach, they used more authentic 
assessments during literacy such as kid watching and student conferencing (Vanderburg & 
Stephens, 2010).  Fisher and Frey (2007) described a similar model to peer coaching in their 
study where they provided teachers with the literacy resources and knowledge to ensure that 
students were successful.  The authors also reported that the peer coaches supported veteran 
teachers, new teachers, and pre-service teachers.  The coaches also organized literacy volunteers, 
afterschool reading programs, and parent literacy nights, showing they often take on multiple 
roles within a school’s community (Walpole & Blamey, 2008). 
Popham (2008) has argued that school-wide professional development learning 
communities contribute to successful use of formative assessment.  Professional development 
learning communities stem from the work on organizational learning, which functioned in the 
corporate world as a means to increase organizational capacity as well as creativity (Sather & 
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Barton, 2006).  Professional learning communities have been advocated by the Standards for 
Staff Development (National Staff Development Council, 2001) and are based on the premise 
that, “learning results from the varied perspectives and experiences that members share with one 
another as they work toward common goals” (Barton & Stepanek, 2012, p. 1).  Lieberman and 
Miller (2008) posit that learning communities consist of groups who meet regularly with the 
purpose of increasing their learning and the learning of their students.  Effective learning 
communities consist of a group of individuals who work toward a shared goal, hold themselves 
accountable for the goal, and assess their progress and make connections (McLaughlin & Talbert, 
2010).  Engaging in instructional conversations with colleagues who are in the same grade, or 
teach the same content can help teachers determine what types of instructional strategies are 
effective, what students still need help in particular areas, and which materials are working best 
(Fisher, Grant, Frey, & Johnson, 2007).  Such a team operates from an approach where 
individuals work together and are responsible for helping one another address challenges 
(Goddard et al., 2007).   
Communities are developed in their own way and within their particular context, so 
reporting on and disseminating a set of generic practices is not possible (Lieberman & Miller, 
2011).  Lieberman and Miller (2011) have observed how successful communities function and 
identified the following components of essential practices: (a) meeting on a regular basis and 
taking the time to build relationships that are grounded in trust; (b) working toward developing a 
collective focus and clear purpose; (c) establishing rituals and routines that are supportive of 
discussions and disclosure; (d) engaging in peer teaching, problem solving, observations, and 
advice giving; (e) organizing and infusing activities that impact learning for both students and 
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adults; (f) using collaborative inquiry; (g) cultivating a theory of action; and (h) developing core 
strategies that make connections between their learning and student learning.   
Murphy (1992) described professional study groups as a form of school improvement that 
provided teachers with a collaborative environment for continuous study.  Murphy contends that 
district administrators must view the organization and success of teacher professional study 
groups as critical in order to help set the climate.  Study groups can operate by meeting 
frequently and participation in them should not be voluntary, especially when the core premise is 
to help improve student learning.  While each study group should essentially have a leader to 
help communicate to the administrator(s) or staff development coordinator, Murphy emphasized 
that all teachers participating in professional study groups should have equal status to reduce 
group hierarchy. 
Brookhart et al. (2008) reported on a district-wide initiative focusing on formative 
assessment practices as a way to increase student ownership of learning and enhance student-
teacher communication.  The school district participated in a three-year initiative using the 
Teaching as Intentional Learning model, which is based on the premise that teachers learn and 
grow through intentional inquiry based on authentic classroom experiences.  The researchers 
noted that the students seemed excited and motivated during learning particularly in regards to 
students identified as “unmotivated” (p. 54).  Based on journal entries written by the teachers, 
they perceived that formative assessment had a positive effect on students’ learning and self-
competence.   
Brookhart et al. (2008) also argued that “student ownership expanded to learning outside 
the classroom” (p. 55).  Students were found to be reading aloud to family members at home and 
getting signatures to indicate that practice was taking place.  The authors stated that teachers 
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moved through different stages of growth (consciousness raising, skill building, intentional) to 
help move away from traditional teaching practices, but that “It took Armstrong teachers time to 
change” (p. 55).  An interesting finding in the study is that when teachers developed a more 
sophisticated understanding of formative assessment by focusing on feedback and record 
keeping, the language they used to describe it shifted from “assessment language” to describing 
formative assessment as a strategy.  Teachers also linked formative assessment to differentiation 
of instruction.   
Brookhart et al. (2010) also investigated six elementary remedial reading teachers as they 
engaged in professional development surrounding formative assessment through using a process 
of intentional and systematic inquiry.  The professional development was organized similarly to 
the Wiliam et al. (2004) study where teachers identified what they already did in their 
classrooms, reflected on those practices, developed areas of concern, and experimented with 
improvements in their classrooms.  The teachers also posted progress reports in an online forum, 
where the researchers and participants responded.  Teachers participated in guided discussions 
during the school year and were observed by the district’s reading supervisor.  While the authors 
did not define the professional development as “formal professional learning communities” (p. 
53), they did contend that the meetings allotted the teachers a space where they had a “shared 
understanding of the concept of formative assessment” (p. 53).  The meetings paved a way for 
the teachers to be reflective and conscious about their use of formative assessment and the 
learning process with their students.   
Teachers in the Brookhart et al. (2010) study discussed how formative assessment fit into 
their teaching, planning, day-to-day interactions, and communicative practices in their 
classroom.  Despite using a scripted curriculum, the teachers saw how formative assessment had 
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a place in their instruction; it increased their self-efficacy to modify classroom instruction and 
make room for formative assessment even while working within the district’s mandated 
curriculum.  One limitation of the study is that the authors attempted to measure the effects on 
student learning using the DIBELS, a reading measure that been criticized for its limited focus 
on fluency (Afflerbach, 2007; Goodman, 2006).  While the classroom teachers reported seeing 
improvement in students’ “motivation and feelings of control” (p. 54), it was not clear how the 
use of a narrow, standardized measure would be effective in highlighting student-learning 
outcomes.  Despite the formal measure, the teachers in this study were able to see that formative 
assessment gave them alternatives to move beyond relying solely on a scripted curriculum and 
standardized assessment. 
Moving Forward and Teacher Change  
Teachers throughout the United States are participating in a wide array of professional 
development learning opportunities through various formats.  It is important to develop a clear 
description of what constitutes effective professional development.  Ensuring that districts and 
schools are implementing research-based practices is critical.  Thinking more carefully about the 
research-to-practice gap is also essential as teachers need access to “what works,” and they 
should be provided with empirical work that is comprehensible and practical.  In terms of 
professional development, Wilson and Berne (1999) argue that, “As a field, we know very little 
about what teachers learn across those opportunities” (p. 174) and teacher inquiry research in 
classrooms has been focused more on teacher perceptions than practices.   
In an effort to move teachers toward implementation, researchers argue that 
administrators need to support the change.  While the push for professional development has 
remained a heightened topic, Moss et al. (2013) conducted an exploratory study using two years 
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of data to determine the roles that administrators who were engaged in professional development 
on formative assessment played in helping teachers shift toward using formative data.  The 
context of the study included a district-wide in-service model with the inclusion of videos that 
supported formative assessment (e.g., learning targets, feedback).  The findings reported that the 
administrators did not see all components of formative assessment being enacted in classrooms 
during walkthroughs.  Key findings of the Moss et al. (2013) study highlighted that 
administrators viewed themselves as the “leading learner” (p. 213) and that in order to help 
teachers, they must have a deep understanding of the construct, as well as analyze student 
learning during classroom observations.  This study brings to the forefront that leadership is 
essential in teachers’ successful implementation of formative assessment.   
  Stiggins and Chappuis (2006) state that we cannot “workshop our way to assessment 
competence” (p. 13).  Developing assessment competence would require teachers to rethink their 
current instruction, and the beliefs that led them to those practices.  It would also require teachers 
to participate in a team approach where they were given opportunities for independent study and 
small group collaboration.  Research highlighted that collaboration between teachers is important 
in fostering formative assessment practices.  However, more investigations are needed, on 
understanding the types of collaborative practices that are taking place related specifically to 
formative assessment.  It would also be beneficial to look closely at teacher discourses. In other 
words, are teacher conversations more geared toward placement decisions, helping students to 
close the gap, or on self-regulated learning?  Are the conversations focused on deciding where to 
go next with instruction?   
In an effort to look more closely at teachers’ experience, Guskey (2002a) described one 
means to improve a school’s professional development program using five critical levels of 
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evaluation.  The five levels of professional development evaluation include: (a) Level 1: 
participants’ reaction; (b) Level 2: participants’ learning; (c) Level 3: organization support and 
change; (d) Level 4: participants’ use of knowledge and skills; and (e) Level 5: student learning 
outcomes.  Each evaluation level builds on the one(s) that come before; therefore, the process of 
gathering information becomes more complex.  Many educators pay attention to the workshops 
and seminars, but forget to acknowledge the ongoing job embedded professional development 
(e.g., teacher study groups, curriculum planning).  Guskey (2002a) argued that the less formal 
professional development activities can benefit from evaluation to determine whether they are 
achieving its intended result.   
While professional development has the potential to enhance teachers’ knowledge and 
practice, what still remains a critical factor to consider is the process of teacher change (Guskey, 
2002b).  Professional development programs are typically designed to change and shape 
teachers’ attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions.  Guskey’s (2002b) model on teacher change (See 
Figure 3) illustrates that changes in teachers’ beliefs and attitudes can occur after teachers make 
changes to their classroom practice and gain evidence of student learning.  Such a stance 
supports the idea that attitudes and beliefs can be shaped when teachers “see that it works” 
through observing and gathering evidence on improvement in student learning.   
 
Figure 3. Model of teacher change (Guskey, 2002b, p. 383). 
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The aforementioned literature argues that, the context and the sociocultural components 
to schooling matter in relation to professional development.  Specifically paying attention to how 
professional development is provided to teachers in small urban communities and at schools that 
serve a high number of English learners is critical.  Investigating the supports that are in place for 
the teachers at those schools is also paramount to help them move toward using formative 
assessment.  Teachers were able to develop more sophisticated understandings through focusing 
on particular areas of formative assessment (e.g., feedback, record keeping) (Brookhart et al., 
2010).  Investigating professional development programs more closely can also help in 
understanding whether intended goals are being met and whether teachers are enacting formative 
assessment in their classrooms.   
Framework for Teacher Learning, Inquiry and Reflection  
My research on investigating teachers’ understandings and use of formative assessment 
during literacy instruction is grounded in a framework that values teacher learning, a stance of 
inquiry and reflection.  Hargreaves (1992) contended that teachers do not develop by themselves, 
but instead, development takes place through interactions with others who are “experts” and who 
are knowledgeable about teaching and learning.  The conception of teacher learning supports the 
notion that “teachers learn when they generate local knowledge of practice by working within the 
contexts of inquiry communities to theorize and construct their work and to connect it to larger 
social, cultural, and political issues” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999, p. 250).  Cochran-Smith and 
Lytle (1999) posit different conceptions of teacher learning: knowledge for practice, knowledge 
in practice, and knowledge of practice.   
 Knowledge for practice emphasizes the idea that knowing more will essentially lead to 
effective practice.  It also consists of the “foundational” knowledge that teachers need in 
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developing their practice such as information about content, human development, assessment 
and pedagogy.  The second conception, knowledge in practice, entails the essential or practical 
knowledge as it is embedded in teachers’ practice and reflection.  The knowledge of practice 
perspective highlights the growth of a teacher and brings together theory and practice 
(Hammerness et al., 2005).  Knowledge of practice unfolds “when teachers treat their own 
classrooms and schools as sites for intentional investigation at the same time as they treat the 
knowledge and theory produced by others as generative material for interrogation and 
interpretation” (Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 1999, p. 250).  The knowledge of practice recognizes 
that teachers learn both in practice and through reflection (Ball & Cohen, 1999).   
 Ball and Cohen (1999) call for teachers to adopt a stance for inquiry and the notion of 
learning in practice needs to be viewed through a broad lens as not to focus solely on the learning 
that takes place inside the confines of a classroom, or a specific location.  The researchers 
asserted that teachers must know how to learn in their contexts as “Teaching occurs in 
particulars—particular students interacting with particular teachers over particular ideas in 
particular circumstances” (p. 10).  Therefore, teachers need to improvise, develop, adapt their 
practice, and zero in on the situations of the moment to moment to investigate student learning.  
Experiences that include exploring curriculum materials, student work samples or viewing 
videotapes of classroom learning would create a “terrain for learning” (Ball & Cohen, 1999, p. 
15).  In order for teachers to learn in practice, they need experiences with the ways of thinking 
and tasks that are essential to the practice, while having opportunities to distance themselves, 
reflect, and be centered in activities of the profession (Ball & Cohen, 1999). 
The notion of reflection dates back to John Dewey (1910; 1938) and his notion of 
reflective action focuses on the “active, persistent, and careful consideration of any belief or 
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supposed form of knowledge” (p. 9).  Dewey suggested that reflective thought derives from a 
problem, which signals doubt and perplexity (Hatton & Smith, 1995).  Schön (1983) extended 
Dewey’s work on reflective thought to include thinking about the social outcomes and dilemmas 
in teaching (Sparks-Langer & Colton, 1991).  He argued that many practitioners become 
engrained and “locked in a view of themselves as technical experts” (Schön, 1983, p. 69), which 
devalues the intuitive and artistic processes of a professional.   
Schön (1983) also ignited conversations in the education field regarding his concept of 
reflection on and in action.  Reflection-on-action encourages practitioners to contemplate and 
think back after a practice is completed (Francis, 1995), whereas reflection-in-action embodies 
thought in action (Lyons, 1998, p. 117).  This can be illustrated as doing and reflecting 
simultaneously (Hatton & Smith, 1995), and framing and reframing a situation as one works 
through it (Calderhead, 1989).  When teachers are provided with the opportunities to reflect on 
their work and bridge connections to theory, teachers are able to identify alternative strategies, 
problem solve, and focus on areas that need improvement (Darling-Hammond, Hammerness, 
Grossman, Rust, & Shulman, 2005).  It is during those aforementioned moments that “inquiry 
into practice” (Ball & Cohen, 1999, p. 20) can become more readily available to teachers.   
The process of creating an intentional space for teacher learning, interaction, and 
reflectivity can bring value to what teachers do as well as position them as “competent knowers 
in the professional world” (Richert, 2002, p. 61).  Listening to teachers’ experiences as they learn 
in practice, while navigating in professional development programs, shifts the balance of power 
toward the teacher and one where they can “move beyond the description of the ‘text’ of their 
teaching, to embrace possibilities for action” (Smyth, 1989, p. 5).  Such a space can afford 
teachers a place where they ask critical questions and pursue new knowledge (Richert, 2002).  
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This space also has the potential to raise assessment consciousness by encouraging teachers to 
take initiative, become challengers, and reclaim their power (Smyth, 1989).   
Adopting a stance that teachers learn in and from practice supports the notion of 
cultivating “the knowledge, skills, and values that will enable teachers to be highly effective in 
helping students to learn” (Ball & Cohen, 1999, p. 12).  It also supports the notion that teachers 
possess and produce their own knowledge through experiences and action (Fenstermacher, 
1994).  In relation to fostering teaching and learning on formative assessment, teachers’ 
opportunities should be centered in practice, where they work with other professionals in sites of 
inquiry, reflect on practice, and engage in professional discourse (Ball & Cohen, 1999).  
Therefore, teachers’ expertise in formative assessment is dependent on the ongoing, coherent, 
and multiple opportunities (Heritage et al., 2013).  Looking closely at professional development 
opportunities, embedded in the lives of teachers, can provide insight into the different learning 
spaces (e.g., professional learning communities, classroom) that can impact teacher knowledge 
and student learning (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009).  Paying close attention to how teachers 
understand, learn about, and use formative assessment matters as Trumbull and Gerzon (2013) 
posit, “the very power of formative assessment lies in its contextualization” (p. 24) and the 
authors warn off pressures to homogenize it as a “set of technical practices” (p. 24).  Bringing 
attention to the particulars of professional development programs can contribute insights into 
teachers’ opportunities to learn about formative assessment both in practice and through 
reflection.   
As a researcher, I understand and respect that even when conducting interviews, I must 
be invited to listen to the stories, experiences and knowledge of the classroom teachers, and that 
the inquiry is a collaborative effort between the participant(s) and myself (Clandinin & Connelly, 
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2000).  Therefore, the teachers in my study had individual choice in how they relived or retold 
particular experiences.  This choice afforded teachers agency in how they positioned themselves 
and their experiences, as well as how they positioned me as the researcher (Wortham, 2001).  It 
is through adopting a framework that focuses on learning in practice and supports a stance of 
inquiry and reflection that I attempt to gain insight into the teachers’ professional development 
experiences surrounding formative assessment, as well their enactment of practice within their 
particular contexts 
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Chapter 3 
Research Design and Methodology 
As an effort to understand the individual perspectives and attend to the teachers’ complex 
experiences, I employed qualitative methods (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003; Erickson, 1986; Stake, 
1995).  Aligning with Dyson and Genishi (2005), “It is the messy complexity of human 
experience that leads researchers to case studies in the qualitative or interpretive tradition” 
(Erickson, 1986) (p. 3).  Bogdan and Biklen (2003) presented five features of qualitative research 
as: naturalistic, descriptive, concerned with process, inductive, and focused on meaning.  My 
study fits within the aforementioned features and through seeking to understand teachers and 
their classroom practices, I attempted to reconstruct the stories of human experiences (Denzin & 
Lincoln, 2000; Dyson & Genishi, 2005).   
Due to having more than one participant, I chose to look at collective cases (Stake, 1995).  
I recognized that the cases of my focal teachers were complex entities located in their own 
situation (Stake, 2006).  As Stake (2006) described, “the cases need to be similar in some ways” 
(p. 1) and the teachers in this study were all participating in a district-wide professional 
development initiative on formative assessment.  Through studying the particulars of each 
teacher’s classroom, I hoped to gain insight into teachers’ individual experiences, understandings, 
and enactment of formative assessment.  Through the process, I remained aware that a teacher’s 
descriptions, use of formative assessment, or experiences participating in a professional 
development initiative “may look and sound different” (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 4) and that it 
will be dependent on the context.  The weekly classroom observations allowed me to accomplish 
the goal of providing thick descriptions of the interactions that unfolded in each space (Geertz, 
1973). 
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Qualitative researchers have been described as asking questions relating to what people 
are experiencing and how they interpret those experiences (Bogdan & Biklen, 2005).  
Conducting in-depth interviews with teachers and administrators encouraged me to pay attention 
to the larger context and unique experiences of my participants as they narrated them.  My goal 
was to gather meaning from my participants’ experiences and an understanding of how the 
teachers were enacting formative assessment as they took part in a district-wide professional 
development initiative.  This chapter describes the methodological design of my study and is 
guided by the following research questions: 
Classroom Level: 
• How do teachers describe or interpret formative assessment?   
• What elements of formative assessment do teachers take away from the professional 
development initiative? 
• How do teachers enact formative assessment in their classrooms during literacy?  How 
are data being used? 
Administrative Level: 
• What are the district and administrator’s goals for the professional development 
initiative? 
• How is the professional development initiative structured?   
• How does the professional development structure shape teachers’ understanding or use of 
formative assessment? 
Participant Selection 
As part of my study, I included two elementary focal teachers at Sherman Elementary 
School.  I describe them both and the contexts of their classrooms in more detail in Chapters 5 
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and 6, but I share information about each of them briefly in this section as well.  In an effort to 
understand the larger context, I also interviewed secondary participants such as a second grade 
bilingual teacher, kindergarten teacher, Title 1 reading teacher, current district administrator, and 
past principal of Sherman Elementary.  Due to conducting past projects at Sherman, I had a 
connection to one of my secondary participants, Carmen, who helped me gain access to new 
members of the school and district.  
The recruitment process first entailed writing the district administrator, Joan, an email 
that explained my interest in conducting my study in the Cedar School District.  I then set up a 
face-to-face meeting with her to discuss my study further and gain permission.  It was during that 
meeting that she agreed to participate in interviews with me to help provide information related 
to the district’s professional development initiative.  I also emailed the school principal and 
described that I was interested in observing and interviewing teachers who reported using 
formative assessment during literacy instruction.  Julie and Grace were names that were brought 
to my attention by Carmen, as well as by the school principal.  Therefore, the information-rich 
cases (Patton, 1990; Stake, 1995) developed through conversations with a school leader and my 
prior contact.   
Both focal teachers taught different grade levels and employed different approaches to 
teaching literacy, so I felt that exploring their unique contexts could help me “maximize” what I 
could learn (Stake, 1995).  The secondary participants were chosen using opportunistic sampling 
(Patton, 1990) in that during the study, new opportunities unfolded as I spent time in the site, met 
teachers during staff meetings, and learned about individuals through conversations.  As a former 
teacher, I realize how valuable time is; therefore, I provided participants with a gift card at the 
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completion of the study as a way to thank them for their time.  Table 1 is a summary of study 
participants. 
Table 1 
 
Summary of Participants 
 
Name Ethnicity Grade # of years in 
education 
Julie (focal teacher) European-American 1 20 
Grace (focal teacher) European-American 3 15 
Carmen* Colombian 2 (bilingual) 7 
Annie* European-American 3, 4, 5 (Title 1) 2 
Lydia European-American Kindergarten 15 
Joan European-American Current Administrator 25 
Barbara European-American Past Principal 30  
*Teacher leaders 
Focal Participants 
Julie.  Before becoming a first grade teacher at Sherman Elementary, Julie worked as an 
environment education specialist with a forest preserve and ran all of the education programs for 
the county.  Julie’s initial degrees were in science and I often noted in my observations that she 
engaged the children in discussions about topics such as plants, animals, and the solar system.  
Julie proceeded to go back to school and obtain her graduate degree in education when her own 
children were toddlers.  She has been teaching in the Cedar District for twenty years and she 
explained that she would be retiring within the next few years.  Julie was described by her 
colleague as a strong and highly organized teacher.  She also welcomed opportunities to have 
others observe or work in her classroom.  Julie was an ideal focal participant for my study 
because during our initial meeting she explained that she tried hard to enact various form of 
assessment with her young learners during literacy instruction.  Julie had 23 students (12 boys 
and 11 girls) in her classroom. The demographic information in Julie’s classroom included: 11 
students were White, 3 Latina/o, 2 African-American, 4 Asian, and 3 were Multi-Racial.  
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Grace.  Grace has been teaching at Sherman Elementary for fifteen years and during this 
year she taught third grade (next year she planned to move up to fourth grade).  Grace explained 
that she loved learning and was very interested in participating in trainings and additional 
professional development opportunities when possible.  For instance, Grace signed up for 
summer training to advance her knowledge in STEM teaching and learning.  She also attended 
professional growth sessions on working with culturally and linguistically diverse learners.  I 
recruited Grace as a focal participant for the study as during our initial meeting, she discussed 
the importance of helping her students self-regulate their learning.  I felt that would be an avenue 
to observe how self-regulation took shape during her literacy instruction.  Grace had 24 students 
(13 boys and 11 girls) in her classroom.  Eight of Grace’s students spoke Spanish as their home 
language and received language arts instruction from a bilingual teacher.  The demographic 
information in Grace’s classroom included: 11 students were White, 8 Latina/o, 2 African-
American, and 3 were Multi-Racial.   
Secondary Participants 
Carmen.  Carmen has been a bilingual teacher at Sherman Elementary School for seven 
years.  She informed me that she is of Colombian descent and that Spanish is her home language.  
Carmen grew up in a bilingual household and speaks both Spanish and English fluently.  She 
received her Master’s of Arts in bilingual education and completed an advanced graduate degree 
at the local university.  Carmen informed me that a majority of her students are of Mexican-
American descent and were born locally.  Cedar School District selected Carmen to be the 
second grade team’s teacher-leader for the professional development initiative.  I recruited 
Carmen for the study because she was a teacher leader, and brought a unique perspective based 
on her background, and knowledge of the language and culture of the students in her classroom.  
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She explained to me that her children were not confident when using English, and felt the 
pressures of standardized tests since many of the assessments were given in English.   
Annie.  Annie described herself as a novice teacher since she was in her second year of 
teaching.  During the school year, she taught Title 1 reading to third, fourth and fifth graders.  
Annie explained that she took courses in reading as an undergraduate and was able to obtain her 
endorsement in reading.  During the time of the study, Annie was also nearing the end of her 
coursework to obtain an ESL endorsement.  She explained that she was very excited to be 
finishing her ESL endorsement because she felt it would be an asset, especially when working 
with the students at Sherman Elementary.  Annie was selected as a teacher leader and she 
worked directly with the third grade team during the study.  I chose to include Annie in the study 
due to her interest in reading and because she worked alongside many of the teachers at Sherman.   
Lydia.  Lydia described herself as an “older student” and explained that she did not go 
into teaching directly after college.  She went back to finish her degree and was hired to teach 
half-day kindergarten.  She also started a family during that time and began thinking about a 
position where she could work half time and still be at home with her children, since 
kindergarten had moved to a full day.  She brainstormed the possibility of “job sharing” and 
presented it to the principal.  It was then that her job teaching literacy for half of the day began.  
Lydia worked half time at Sherman teaching literacy and social studies in the afternoon.  During 
the morning, the children had a different teacher for mathematics and science.  Lydia and her 
teaching partner had been sharing the classroom at Sherman Elementary for the past ten years 
and they got together everyday at 11:15 a.m. to talk about lesson planning and just to catch up on 
the students’ progress.  Lydia explained that she believed in the project approach to learning and 
her lessons were planned around thematic units.  I selected Lydia because her perspective on 
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learning was an area that I felt deserved attention as assessment demands are trickling down to 
students in kindergarten.   
Joan.  Joan, the current district administrator, has been working in the Cedar School 
District for over twenty years.  She was initially a classroom teacher and then advanced as the 
district administrator in charge of Curriculum and Assessment.  Joan is in her twelfth year as a 
district administrator.  In relation to assessment, Joan explained that assessment has been a 
concern of hers for a long time and that the district has worked hard to “use assessment to inform 
teaching and learning in all of its intricacies, but also to inform programmatic decisions.”  From 
an administrator’s standpoint, Joan explained that the Cedar District has truly tried to build an 
assessment system from the ground up by infusing diagnostic, screening, and benchmark 
assessments.  During the professional development initiative, Joan worked closely with the 
teacher leaders and facilitated training sessions on various topics (e.g., unpacking the standards, 
target-method matching).  I selected Joan because I viewed her as a critical participant to help 
me to understand the larger goals of the district’s strategic plan.   
Barbara.  Barbara is a both a former teacher and former principal of Sherman 
Elementary School.  She taught for fourteen years and then took over as principal for nine years.  
After her term as principal, Barbara eventually went on to work at the state level as the 
administrator of state testing.  She remembered Sherman Elementary before the NCLB and 
remembered when assessment took shape as more of teacher observations through centered-
based learning.  During her time as principal, professional learning communities emerged and 
teachers were given opportunities to sign up for professional development of interest.  Barbara is 
now working in another city as a school administrator, but during her time as principal she 
described formative assessment as her “big focus.”  I included Barbara in the study to help 
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provide the historical context of professional development and assessment at Sherman 
Elementary.   
Research Site 
The Cedar School District is located in the Midwest near a flagship university.  The city 
is surrounded by farm communities and is noted for its growing population.  The district has an 
early childhood program, six elementary schools (K-5), one middle school, one high school, and 
an adult education program.  The school district is known for its diverse community and it 
provides dual language and multicultural programs to the students.   
I selected this research site since formative assessment became a professional 
development priority, and was identified as an important component to the district’s continuous 
improvement plan, and the three-year strategic plan.  In terms of the district’s improvement plan, 
curriculum and assessment were at the forefront to help teachers with classroom instruction and 
providing professional development was a priority.  As per the 2012 School Improvement Plan, 
some of the next steps in moving forward included: focusing on formative assessment for 
teachers, students, and parents; creating a system for sharing student assessment data in a user 
friendly format to improve instruction and learning; aligning assessment and reporting systems to 
Common Core State Standards; teaching students how to monitor their own progress; and 
evaluating district and building initiatives for their impact on student learning.  Administrators 
were seeking to ensure that staff members were able to deliver the curriculum effectively, but 
they also wanted to make sure that teachers were using the data effectively.   
Sherman Elementary.  Sherman Elementary School serves students from kindergarten 
through fifth grade.  Sherman Elementary is described as a school that emphasizes interactive 
and hands-on learning by nurturing students’ curiosities, with 40 teachers, 4 paraprofessionals, 2 
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support staff and one principal.  The school has a diverse student population: 49% are White, 9% 
are African American; 30% are Latina/o, 1% are Native American, 1% are Asian, and 10% are 
Multi-Racial.  Thirty-three percent of the students are identified as English learners and 58% 
come from low-income families.  Sherman Elementary offers a new dual language program that 
integrates native Spanish-speaking students with native English-speaking students for instruction 
in two languages.   
Sherman Elementary receives Title 1 funding and federal money is allocated to ensure 
that the children are receiving the necessary supports to help boost achievement.  For a number 
of years, Sherman Elementary has been under academic watch as the school has not been 
meeting the annual academic benchmarks or making adequate yearly progress (AYP), 
particularly in the area of reading.  District leaders were seeking strategies and improvement 
methods to help their students with performance on assessments in both reading and 
mathematics. 
Data Collection Procedures 
The data I collected were in the form of interviews, observations and artifacts (see Table 
2 for a summary).  Data collection began in January and concluded in May.  I visited each focal 
teacher’s classroom weekly and engaged in monthly interviews.  During the process, I created 
transcripts, field notes, and reflective memos.   
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Table 2  
Data Collection Procedures and Analysis 
Data 
Source 
Data 
Collection  
Type/Frequency/Quantity Description of Data for 
Analysis 
Interviews 
(30-60 
min.) 
 
Audio-
recording; 
jottings; field 
notes; 
transcription; 
artifacts 
Focal  
Grace: 6 
(45-60 
min.) 
Julie: 6 
(between 
45-60 
min.) 
Secondary  
Carmen: 2 
(45-60 
min.) 
Annie: 2 
(45 min.) 
Lydia: 1 
(60 min.) 
 
Administrator 
Joan: 2 (45 min.) 
Barbara: 1 (60 
min.  phone 
interview) 
 
I analyzed transcripts of 
teacher interviews to 
understand how they 
described or discussed 
formative assessment, 
what they were taking 
away in the professional 
development initiative, 
how they enacted 
formative assessment in 
their classroom, and 
their overall uses of 
data.  I also analyzed the 
administrators’ 
interview transcripts to 
understand their 
perspective on the goals 
of the initiative and 
structure.  The 
interviews with 
administrators were also 
a time to gather 
historical context and to 
learn more about the 
supports that were in 
place for teachers.  
Throughout the process, 
I wrote analytic memos 
on the conversations 
with both teachers and 
administrators.   
 
(table continues) 
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Table 2 (continued)   
Data 
Source 
Data 
Collection  
Type/Frequency/Quantity Description of Data for 
Analysis 
Informal 
Conversa-
tions with 
Teachers 
Audio-
recording; 
jottings; field 
notes; 
transcription, 
artifacts 
Occurred weekly and spontaneously with 
teachers while observing (typically lasted 5-
7 min. per occasion).   
I maintained notes on 
the informal 
conversations with 
teachers during 
classroom observations.  
This time was used to 
talk about enactment 
practices further, clarify 
misunderstandings in my 
data, or expand on 
observation notes.  I also 
collected student 
resources during this 
time.   
Observa-
tions 
Audio-
recording, 
jottings, field 
notes, 
transcriptions, 
artifacts 
2 times a week for 5 months with both focal 
teachers. 
Attended afterschool meetings with Grace 5 
times (all teachers). 
Attended one professional in-service on 
running records (all teachers). 
Attended two after school staff meetings (all 
teachers).   
Attended one district-wide in-service on 
formative assessment (all teachers). 
Audio recordings were 
taken as I observed in 
the classrooms.  Jottings 
were taken during the 
observation and written 
into descriptive field 
notes.  Field notes 
described the teachers’ 
literacy instruction in-
depth and focused on 
enactment of 
assessment, and 
interactions with 
students.  Artifacts were 
collected to help 
supplement the 
observation data.  I 
maintained analytic 
memos related to how 
teachers were using or 
discussing formative 
assessment.   
(table continues) 
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Table 2 (continued)   
Data 
Source 
Data 
Collection  
Type/Frequency/Quantity Description of Data for 
Analysis 
Artifacts Student work 
Professional 
development 
materials 
District 
Improvement 
Plan 
Collected (ongoing) from January through 
May. 
Number of documents collected (progress 
report, student work, assessment, district 
materials): 280. 
 
During observations, I 
collected artifacts of 
work samples to 
understand the literacy 
lessons and how 
information was being 
used to inform 
instruction.  Any 
artifacts collected or 
discussed during 
interviews were intended 
to support or facilitate 
conversation.  I 
conducted an analysis of 
the district’s 
professional 
development resources 
and artifacts to 
understand the types of 
information that were 
being disseminated to 
the teachers on 
formative assessment.  I 
also analyzed the 
district’s professional 
improvement plan to 
gain information on 
what the overall goals 
were for the professional 
development initiative 
(e.g., explicitly stated 
goals). 
 
Interviews.  As a means to understand my participants’ experiences and perspectives 
related to formative assessment and the district’s professional development initiative, I 
conducted multiple and in-depth interviews (Mishler, 1986).  I engaged in monthly interviews 
with my focal teachers.  I also interviewed my secondary participants to gather the wider context 
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of the teachers’ professional development initiative experiences.  The semi-structured interviews 
(see Appendix A) lasted between 45-60 minutes and at times moved between the scripted 
questions and more open-ended conversations (Prior, 2004).  Interviewing has been described as 
a flexible and emerging technique (Charmaz, 2006), therefore each successive interview 
included follow-up questions or concepts from prior data. 
Developing respect and rapport with my participants was an essential aspect of the 
interview process as I attempted to understand their experiences and lives from their viewpoint 
(Charmaz, 2006).  I understand that the place and conditions of the interview also shape the 
interview (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000), so I encouraged my participants to select locations 
where they were most comfortable meeting.  Grace typically felt comfortable meeting in her 
classroom and Julie preferred to meet on the weekends at the school.  Carmen invited me to her 
home as it was more convenient due to her schedule, and we were friendly with one another 
through working on past projects.  Due to distance and her work schedule, Barbara preferred a 
telephone interview.  Joan invited me to her office when meeting for interviews.   
During the study, I remained aware that the way in which I structured questions could 
influence the interview.  Therefore, I engaged in dialogue with a colleague to ensure that my 
questions shifted away from gathering information and moved more toward interaction 
(Clandinin & Connelly, 2000).  Informal conversations with teachers also took place during the 
literacy block, or when transitioning students from one activity to another (e.g., walking students 
to the playground or to music).  These conversations were informal and spontaneous, and they 
allowed me to clarify or ask questions related to something I observed during instruction.  
During the interviews, I took jottings and wrote additional comments on topics discussed.  The 
interviews were transcribed immediately after they took place.  The data gathered from 
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interviews were typed into descriptive field notes.  I also maintained written memos and 
recorded particular quotes or larger ideas as a way to reflect on my thinking.  While I understand 
that the interviewing process can make participants feel vulnerable, (Chase, 2011), I conducted 
member checks and discussed my interpretations during meetings, over the telephone, or while 
visiting the school.   
Observations.  Observations are an important aspect of qualitative data collection.  
“Through direct observations the inquirer is better able to understand and capture the context 
within which people interact.  Understanding context is essential to a holistic perspective” 
(Patton, 2002, p. 262).  Visiting the school and conducting classroom observations helped me 
understand the particulars of each site and “how they are rendered meaningful places by the 
people who live there” (Dyson and Genishi, 2005, p. 19).  Through my direct observations and 
weekly visits, I sought to capture and understand teachers’ enactment of formative assessment 
practice as it unfolded in their particular space.   
I observed Grace and Julie’s classroom on a weekly basis during literacy instruction.  I 
typically attended two times a week (for 60-90 minutes per visit).  During my classroom 
observations, I took notes and documented aspects about the literacy routines, content, pedagogy, 
and information specifically related to formative assessment (e.g., learning goals, feedback, self-
assessment).  I audio-recorded my observations by using a small digital device that I placed on a 
table in the classroom.  This became helpful when expanding my scratch notes into descriptive 
field notes.  I also attended afterschool grade-level meetings with Grace, school-wide staff 
meetings (all teachers), after school professional development on running records (all teachers), 
and an in-service training on formative assessment (all teachers).  Through observing the various 
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settings, I made an effort to understand my participants’ experiences surrounding the 
professional development initiative and classroom assessment practices.   
Artifacts.  During interviews, the teachers were invited to bring copies of artifacts (e.g., 
assessment samples, student writing) as a way to help facilitate the discussions about formative 
assessment and professional development.  Many times the teachers would bring examples of 
student writing or curricular materials they used during literacy instruction.  I collected and 
reviewed student artifacts to guide interview questions and to understand how teachers used 
student data to inform their instruction.  I also collected the district’s yearly professional 
development initiative plan (public document) and the professional development materials that 
had been distributed by the district to help teachers learn about and apply formative assessment.  
Collecting these artifacts was helpful in understanding the wider context of the professional 
development initiative as well as to gather additional information on how assessment data were 
being used.   
Data Analysis 
By using an inductive conceptual approach (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007; Erickson, 1986), I 
attempted to make sense of my participants’ understandings and experiences surrounding 
formative assessment as portrayed in my interview data, descriptive field notes and through 
analysis of artifacts (see Table 2 for a summary).  The multiple sources and triangulation across 
data assisted me in understanding the participants within my study and the interpretations I drew 
from the data.  I describe the data analysis process as ongoing and iterative as I interacted with 
multiple forms of texts (e.g., transcripts, field notes and artifacts).  In order to understand my 
participants’ experiences and their enactment of formative assessment, I analyzed my data 
through a lens that acknowledges that teachers bring with them their own history and lived 
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stories to make sense of their complex classrooms and teaching practices (Clandinin & Connelly, 
2000).  As Stake (1995) described, “our primary task is to come to understand the case” (p. 77).  
Activities are influenced by contexts, so they also need to be studied closely and described 
(Stake, 2006).  Through using multiple levels of analysis, I attempted to understand my 
participants’ experiences, as well as the macro context in which their individual cases were 
situated.  
Chapter 4 focuses on the multiple voices of both teachers and administrators and closely 
describes the context, while examining the professional development initiative (both past and 
current) as it unfolded for teachers at Sherman Elementary.  When analyzing the interviews and 
artifacts, I sought to understand the larger context of the initiative, as well as participants’ 
experiences.  The coding process took place in multiple phases and I began by reading each text 
(e.g., interview transcript, field notes, artifacts) carefully and multiple times.  I conducted open 
level, line-by-line coding.  Line-by-line coding helped me to explore further areas to pursue in 
my study and assisted in the development of first level codes (Charmaz, 2006).  It also 
encouraged me to not force preconceived ideas upon my data, (Charmaz, 2006, Glaser, 1978), 
but instead remain open to emerging data and themes.   
I developed analytic codes to look closely at both the structure (e.g., how the professional 
development was being delivered) and participants’ experiences (e.g., professional learning 
communities).  Examples of initial codes included: goals, dissemination, role of facilitator, 
collaboration, and multiple messages.  For instance, when Annie discussed how she received 
training on formative assessment and resources to help her facilitate professional learning 
community sessions, I coded this as role of facilitator and collaboration.  When Carmen 
explained that she did not share the resources with teachers in her professional development 
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community, I coded this as dissemination.  As additional interviews took place, I continued 
building on the ideas, shaping and reshaping the codes, and analyzing larger segments of their 
stories across multiple interviews.  I then refined the codes to focus on links across the multiple 
participants in order to situate their experiences in the larger context.  Larger analytic categories 
included: teacher learning, descriptions of formative assessment, intended/enacted goals, and 
tensions.   
The artifacts such as the district materials were supportive in providing a backdrop to 
understand the macro discourse surrounding the district’s plan to employ a professional 
development initiative on formative assessment.  When examining the district artifacts, I coded 
by type (e.g., handout), purpose (e.g., training material), and description (e.g., formative 
assessment strategies).  After the multiple levels of coding, I looked for recurring patterns and 
linkages across the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).  Building on the ideas across data led to the 
development of larger analytic categories and organized themes (e.g., teachers’ actions, 
organizational conditions).   
Chapters 5 and 6 present individual cases of Julie and Grace as they enacted assessment 
practices during the context of literacy.  The classroom observation data I collected were 
analyzed in terms of descriptive field notes, transcripts, and artifacts.  I again used open coding 
and segmented the data into initial categories to look closely at the literacy instruction (e.g., topic, 
participant structure, teacher/student interactions) and teachers’ assessment practices (e.g., 
formative, summative, teacher/student interactions).  Examples of initial codes for Julie included: 
teacher led, lesson expectations, and recording data.  Initial codes for Grace included: 
collaboration, mandated, and student centered.  As I began to analyze across sources, I refined 
the codes to identify specific concepts or themes that helped me to understand how and in what 
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ways teachers were attempting to enact formative assessment in their classrooms.  I looked more 
closely for components of formative assessment such as eliciting evidence, learning targets, 
feedback and student involvement.  As the study progressed, more refined codes to help 
categorize enactment practices were developed (e.g., scaffolding, peer/teacher feedback).  
Classroom artifacts such as assessments and student work samples were also coded by type (e.g., 
anecdotal), purpose (e.g., fluency assessment), description (e.g., notes on accuracy and rate), and 
teacher comments (maintaining records).  I refined and collapsed codes across the data into 
organized themes that appeared multiple times across the case (e.g., monitoring progress, student 
involvement). 
It is important to note that as I analyzed my field notes, transcripts and artifacts, I also 
engaged in memo writing every few weeks.  Memo writing encouraged me to reflect on my data 
and look more closely at the patterns and ask questions (Charmaz, 2004).  I brought data I 
collected (e.g., quotes and language of participants) into my analytic memos in an effort to shape 
and refine my analysis (Charmaz, 2004).  Writing analytic memos moved me to think more 
closely about my role as a researcher and provided a space to keep a record of my assumptions 
and biases.  The experience was also helpful in “looking for disconfirming and confirming 
evidence” (Erickson, 1986, p. 146).  To foster reflexivity in the process, member checks were 
also conducted with my participants.  As I identified themes and interpreted data, I shared my 
interpretations as I began to generate assertions.    
While analyzing data, I paid particular attention to the professional development structure, 
teachers’ experiences, and enactment of assessment practices.  As the analysis process unfolded, 
categories and themes were adjusted based on comparing data and interplay across sources. 
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Based on the aforementioned processes, I developed assertions grounded in evidence to help 
answer my research questions.   
Limitations 
 As with any research study, it is important to acknowledge the limitations of our work.  
Timing was an issue in this research project as I conducted the study in the second half of the 
school year.  While I was able to receive the materials that were disseminated to teachers, I was 
not present for all of the district-wide professional development meetings (a number of the 
meetings occurred prior to beginning the study).  I also realize that the professional development 
initiative I investigated is part of a larger three-year plan, so the essence of what I captured is still 
very much in the initial stages.  Following these teachers as they continue on the path to learning 
about formative assessment would add additional richness and longevity.   
Since working on past research projects with Carmen, I was familiar with the context of 
the school and students.  I realize that my personal history could have influenced my lens as I 
approached this study.  However, having a contact at the school was also a benefit in that it 
opened doors for me, and I was able to meet new teachers and ultimately build stronger 
relationships.  While the principal of Sherman was often present at many of the meetings and 
engaged in frequent informal conversations with me while I was at the school, he did not want to 
participate in one-on-one interviews.  I had initially hoped to capture an understanding of his role, 
his perspective on the professional development initiative, and gather insight on what he was 
seeing in the classrooms in relation to formative assessment.  This is an avenue I feel that is 
important to consider in future studies as I recognize that school leadership is critical to the 
success of professional development programs.   
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Role as a Researcher 
I approached this research study with my own history and story.  Through the process of 
locating myself within the study, I felt it was critical to be reflective because the area of 
assessment is deeply interwoven in my personal history as both a student and teacher.  Behar 
(1996) described that researchers should “draw deeper connections between one’s personal 
experience and the subject under study” (p. 13).  In order to understand my participants’ 
experiences, I continuously revisited who I was as a researcher (Dyson & Genishi, 2005) and 
when I observed events that took me back to my career as a teacher, or life as a student, I wrote 
descriptive memos or comments in my field notes.  Sherman Elementary was a school that I had 
conducted prior research at, so while my focal teachers were new to me, the site was a familiar 
space.  My past experiences researching were important to reflect on, as I knew that when I 
walked through the door, I brought with me my prior experiences.   
I describe my role in this study as a participant observer and I engaged with the events 
and experiences while also observing (Patton, 2002).  While I did not interrupt any classroom 
instruction, over time, my focal teachers encouraged me to pull up a chair at times and sit closer 
to them and their students.  The students, especially the first graders, at times viewed me as an 
authoritative figure and wanted me to listen to them read or look at their journal writing.  
Therefore, I strived to be an attentive participant of the classroom space, without overstepping 
the boundaries of my role.   
During interviews with the teachers and administrators, my role at times transformed 
from the interviewee-interviewer role to one of narrator and listener (Chase, 2011).  I describe 
my dual role as the “inquirer experiencing the experience and also being part of the experience 
itself” (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000, p. 81).  There were moments in the interviews when I 
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related to what my participants were feeling or describing.  During these moments, I remained 
aware that we were moving off the “script,” but also realized that the informal dialogue with one 
another was fostering connections between my participants and myself.  It is in this process that 
“we see ourselves as in the middle of a nested set of stories—ours and theirs” (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000, p. 63).  My participants were comfortable opening up over time, because I was 
essentially telling my story as well.  Therefore, learning to distance my own stories from the life 
experiences of my participants in order to reflect on significant events (Chase, 2011) was a 
critical and somewhat tricky piece to this process.   
When looking at assessments with my focal teachers, it is important to note that a space 
naturally unfolded where they reflected on their practice and students’ performance.  I also 
reflected on their practice and through our dialogue, teachers became aware of formative 
assessment practices that were taking place in their classroom.  While reflecting, teachers were 
able to think deeply about students’ responses and their pedagogical actions.    
Undergirding my research is my position that assessment has an impact on students and 
that hearing personal testimonies from those who have been highly impacted could shed some 
light on the outcomes that have resulted from educational reform.  I entered this research space 
from a history where schooling for me was not always a smooth road.  Behar (1996) might 
understand that the stories, which have surfaced through my personal reflections, still break my 
heart today.  My parents did not earn formal degrees, but they both pushed me to try and 
supported me even when I described schooling as “hard.”  My mother immigrated to the United 
States in search of work and education and strived to build a future outside of the farm life she 
left behind.  I can still vividly recall her trying to help me with homework late at night, while my 
father worked long hours on the nightshift.  My older brothers and sisters were also pivotal in 
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helping me along the way and guiding me to see that I was ready for college.  I also had a teacher, 
Mr. Flores, who sincerely believed in me and spent countless hours tutoring me through high 
school.  As I look back, I recognize that my parents, siblings, and Mr. Flores were part of a tight 
knit inner circle and critical to my success as a learner and teacher.    
Schooling may have been bumpy at times, but I made the choice to become a teacher 
because I wanted to help those students who needed more support.  Prior to entering 
postgraduate studies, I was an elementary school teacher for six years and taught in rural 
Appalachia and the inner city and suburban schools of the northeast.  A majority of the children I 
have taught lived in poverty and many of my students spoke more than one language or dialect at 
home.  While I had experience teaching in diverse contexts, I remained aware that I might not 
share the same cultural or language background as my participants.  I also recognized that my 
similar profession as a teacher may have possibly and unintentionally influenced the data I 
collected.  However, I also felt that looking through the lens of a teacher afforded me insight in 
understanding teachers’ perspectives and the complexities of their highly important profession.  
Throughout this research inquiry, I remained conscious of my role as a researcher and 
maintained sensitivity and reflexivity in my perception and interpretations of the data.   
 
  
 80 
Chapter 4 
Multiple Voices on Assessment 
In this chapter, I describe the yearlong professional development initiative on formative 
assessment implemented by the Cedar School District.  I highlight the perspectives of multiple 
participants such as past and current administrators, two focal teachers, and three additional 
teachers who teach at Sherman Elementary School.  Interviews with administrators provided a 
historical perspective and macro understanding of the intentions and goals of the professional 
development initiative.  Conducting in-depth interviews with multiple teachers helped to bring 
attention to their varying experiences throughout the professional development initiative as well 
as their understandings of formative assessment.   
Historical Context: “I Think We Are Beginning To Come Back.” 
In an effort to learn more about the teachers’ professional development experiences, I 
reached out to Barbara, a former teacher and the past principal of Sherman Elementary, and she 
agreed to participate in an interview.  Barbara reported that before she became principal of 
Sherman Elementary, she was a teacher (Grades, K, 1, & 2) at the school from 1984 through 
1998.  Barbara took over the principal position from 1998 through 2004.  During her time as the 
school administrator, she stated that she became “really concerned about testing at the state level 
and became pretty vocal through the State Principal’s Association.”  When the standards came 
out in the late 90’s Barbara described Sherman as “the mavericks and cutting edge school.”  She 
reported that they were revamping the teacher evaluation system and spending time exploring 
professional learning teams.   
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During Barbara’s term as principal, the assistant superintendent informed her that funds 
were available to explore professional development on formative assessment.  Barbara explained 
further: 
I jumped on it.  I invited teachers who were interested.  I had probably six teachers who 
said, ‘I’m interested.’ So we had a professional learning community.  We had started on 
Stiggins’ work.  This group of teachers just did remarkable work on formative assessment.  
Every year we built on professional learning.  It was becoming very clear that this was 
making a huge difference in student learning.  Everything we did became more and more 
of this approach of assessment for learning.   
Barbara explained that she first instituted professional learning communities at Sherman 
and credits herself with moving the teachers toward working collaboratively and thinking about 
formative assessment.  She said that the major reasoning for selecting formative assessment as a 
focal area was because they “needed to have the data” and “needed to be better at instruction.”  
When I asked Barbara if she felt that the teachers at Sherman were using formative assessment 
after receiving the professional development, she explained that there were teachers who 
immediately embraced it and brought it into their classrooms and that over time there were new 
waves of teachers “trying it out.”  During our conversation, she reflected that what might have 
helped the teachers use formative assessment was bringing in instructional coaches.   
Barbara explained that if she had to facilitate the professional development initiative all 
over again, she would first help teachers understand core instruction because her position was 
that “all children must have access to the core.”  She articulated that if assessment is to truly 
inform instruction, then the first step in a professional development program needs to be directed 
toward helping teachers implement high quality instruction.  Barbara expressed that “teachers 
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have to look at their instruction.”  As Elmore (2002) asserted, “students learn what they are 
taught, when the teaching is done effectively and thoughtfully” (p. 31).  In terms of improving 
professional development, Elmore (2002) furthers his argument that the connection between 
teaching practices and student learning needs to be more clear and direct.  Focusing on the core 
therefore requires teachers to have the skills and knowledge to teach content, while also 
including students in the process (e.g., self-regulated learning). 
Barbara’s position supports focusing on instruction because while teachers can use the 
best assessment measures, if they are not addressing the core instruction through their teaching 
practices, and interactions with students, then students’ performance is not likely to improve.  
Barbara’s recommendation to focus more heavily on core instruction is directly linked to 
formative assessment characteristics in that teachers need to understand learning progressions in 
order to gather systematic evidence about student learning (Heritage, 2007).  Rather than 
viewing assessment as taking place after teaching, Barbara’s stance fosters the notion that 
formative assessment is directly connected and intertwined with instruction and learning.  As far 
as student involvement in assessment, Barbara stated, “We’re not quite there yet.”  She realizes 
that formative assessment requires changes in teachers’ practices and that the notion of teachers 
and students sharing the responsibility of assessment has not been fully adopted in all classrooms 
(Trumbull & Lash, 2013).   
The interview with Barbara was informative as I gathered that historically, formative 
assessment was not a new concept for my focal teachers.  Grace and Julie were both teaching 
during Barbara’s term as principal; therefore, the topics such as setting targets, looking at student 
work, and informing instruction were not unfamiliar to them.  Barbara acknowledged that the 
period of the NCLB “took some of the wind out of their sails,” in relation to pressures of 
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standards, accountability, and assessment; however, she thinks conversations on formative 
assessment are now “beginning to come back.”  Barbara discussed that the changes with the 
state’s teacher evaluation system could potentially be an influencing factor for the reemergence 
of formative assessment.   
Current Professional Development 
District’s goals.  The comprehensive professional development initiative developed by 
the Cedar School District was part of a three-year strategic plan aimed at using assessment data 
to inform instruction.  The larger intentions of the professional development initiative were to 
“ensure that all staff effectively deliver the curriculum and use assessment data to inform 
instructional practices in order to engage students in meaningful and relevant learning” 
(Professional Development Plan, 2012).  More specifically, the plan stated, “All teachers and 
staff will use assessment data to adjust instruction to meet the needs of all students” 
(Professional Development Plan, 2012).  Cedar District’s specific targets on how they planned to 
achieve the goal and the outcome data for the professional development initiative included a 
focus on learning targets, creating formative assessments, providing effective feedback, and 
creating common assessments.  See Table 3 for the targets and results for the district’s 
professional development plan.   
Table 3   
Target and Results 
Targets: Results: 
1.  Identify student-friendly learning targets that 
support the strengthening of evidence-based 
arguments.   
Identified set of student-friendly learning targets by 
grade level and/or course team. 
(table continues) 
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Table 3 (continued)  
Targets: Results: 
2.  Create multiple formative assessments that 
monitor the performance of students toward 
mastery of the identified learning targets. 
Formative assessments. 
 
3.  Provide effective feedback to students and use 
the results to adjust instruction.   
Effective feedback. 
Student reflections and self-evaluations on their 
growth. 
4.  Create common assessments for evidence-based 
argument to examine student work using district-
developed rubrics, select exemplars, and reflect on 
practice. 
Common assessments at each grade level and/or by 
each course team for evidence-based argument. 
Student exemplars. 
 
The professional development initiative first unfolded during the summer of 2012.  
Teacher leaders from each grade level attended a 4-day summer training session on formative 
assessment.  The topics covered over the four-day training included: 
• Overview of initiative. 
• Teacher leader roles. 
• Assessment of learning and assessment for learning. 
• Learning targets. 
• Unpacking standards.   
• Target-method match. 
• Effective feedback. 
• Assessment methods. 
 
During the school year, teachers met as a district 4 times.  They also met every other week in 
small, grade level professional learning communities.  See Table 4 for format, frequency, and 
focus of the professional development initiative.   
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Table 4   
Professional Development Format, Frequency and Focus 
Type Format How often Focus 
Summer training Teacher leaders were 
trained 
4 days  Formative 
Assessment 
 
District-wide meetings Led by teacher leaders 4 times during the 
year for 3 hours 
Formative 
Assessment, Data 
Analysis 
 
Grade level meetings Small Professional 
Learning Communities 
Led by teacher leaders  
Every other Monday 
for 1 hour during the 
school year 
Varied for 
teachers. 
Topics included: 
learning targets, 
state standards, 
common 
assessments, 
statewide testing 
 
Administrator’s goals.  Joan, the current district administrator, informed me that she has 
been very concerned about assessment in the Cedar School District for a long time.  She reported 
that what has changed this time in relation to the current initiative is that twenty years ago only 
thirty people or so became experts in the area of formative assessment.  While still drawing from 
the work of Stiggins, Fisher, Guskey, and Marzano, the district decided to broaden the 
professional development initiative in an effort to build capacity among all of the teachers.  
Joan’s position on building capacity was to get more teachers on board with using formative 
assessment and focusing closer attention on classroom instruction.   
Joan felt strongly that she needed to help the teachers at the classroom level.  She 
explained, “It has to happen at the classroom level.  It has to depend on every single teacher 
being assessment literate and a master of knowing who the kids are, what they need and how to 
get it to them.”  Joan viewed teachers’ assessment literacy as critical to improving student 
learning.  She expressed that NCLB shifted all of the focus toward high stakes assessment and 
that it was time to get back to formative assessment and responsive teaching.  Joan’s view on 
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responsive teaching was that teachers needed to implement ongoing assessment, be reflective, 
and use the information gathered to inform their instruction.   
Joan realized that the teachers in her district are at “various places in their assessment 
journey,” and when asked to expand more specifically on the her goals to help teachers develop 
assessment literacy, she stated: 
My hope is that they have tried some assessment practices in their own classroom, but at 
very minimum that they have at least dug into their curriculum guides and have clear 
learning targets.   
Joan was not expecting teachers to completely restructure their current practices; instead, 
she hoped that at the very least, teachers would spend time on the learning targets and “try out” 
different assessment practices with their students.  Joan was supportive of the notion that until 
preservice teacher programs focus on assessment literacy, “the architects of professional 
development programs will need to offer assessment-literacy programs” (Popham, 2009, p. 11).  
Through focusing on assessment literacy and more specifically, formative assessment, Joan 
hoped to guide her teachers to begin thinking about, “What is that I know about my kids?  How 
does that help change the way I teach and respond to them?  How am I going to use results to 
change my instruction?” That was the responsive teaching or reflective component that she felt 
teachers could benefit from engaging in.  Joan explained that the teachers across the district had 
choice to either focus on literacy or mathematics for the content area domain, but that the 
overarching goal was to explore formative assessment.  Joan recognized that formative 
assessment is complex and that teacher change is a process.  During conversations, it became 
clear that Joan believed that through teachers’ use of formative assessment, students’ 
performance in the Cedar District would improve.    
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Professional learning communities.  Rather than bringing in outside facilitators to lead 
the professional development initiative, Joan asserted that the district already had “teachers who 
are experts,” so having them take on the role of teacher leaders was her first choice.  Joan 
elaborated on why bringing in someone from the outside would not be helpful: 
They don’t know our kids.  They don’t know the community.  They don’t know our 
needs.  They have their outside view.  What our folks have done is know our kids, know 
our families, know our community, and then I think they are in a better position to be the 
experts for us. 
 Joan recognized that the context matters.  Her position was reflective of the notion that 
“any professional development strategy must relate the particularities of the student body, the 
classroom, the school and the system” (Elmore, 2002, p. 19).  Joan understood that her teachers 
knew the students and community best.  Her choice to use teachers within the district also 
supports the philosophy undergirding professional learning communities—through meeting 
regularly, educators can learn from one another.  Teachers were provided with opportunities to 
collaborate across the district as well as in smaller, grade level communities within their school 
building.  She explained that many years back, she found that teachers would go into their room 
and close their door.  The purpose of the professional learning communities approach was to 
encourage “folks to open their doors and to really build data teams.”   Teacher leaders were 
selected on a building-by-building basis and facilitated the professional learning communities 
and district-wide meetings.  Their major role included planning, organizing, facilitating staff 
development, and disseminating information on formative assessment to their building staff.  
Joan expressed that she was aware of the different levels of expertise within the professional 
learning communities and felt that it was one of the benefits of having teachers work together.   
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Teachers’ Experiences 
Organizational factors.  The intended goal of the professional development initiative in 
the Cedar School District was that teachers would engage in experiences to help them “use 
assessment data to inform instructional practices” (Professional Development Plan, 2012).  
When initially examining the professional development plan’s targets, it became clear that the 
focus of the three-year initiative was to have the teachers create both formative and common 
assessments.  Providing effective feedback and identifying student friendly learning targets were 
also key focal areas outlined in the professional development plan. 
In an effort to distinguish and understand common and formative assessments, I refer to 
Wiliam’s (2004) description: Formative assessments are not a type of assessment, rather an 
assessment becomes formative when “information from the assessment is fed back within the 
system and actually used to improve the performance” (pp. 4-5).  Common assessments are 
described as assessments that use “the same instrument or a common process utilizing the same 
criteria for determining the quality of student work” (DuFour, DuFour, Eaker, & Many, 2010, p. 
2).  Therefore, a common assessment, can take shape as formative or summative depending on 
the function it serves (Wiliam, 2004).   
The focal area of common assessment was brought to my attention at one of the initial 
staff meetings I attended at Sherman Elementary.  During the meeting, teachers were informed 
about the importance and urgency of creating common assessments across grade levels.  Mr. 
Lightman, the principal, said: 
I want to stress that you must begin developing common assessments for your grade 
levels.  I want you to come up with as many as possible.  These should then be placed in 
a binder and passed on so that teachers have access to them. 
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Following that comment, the teachers hurried to meet in their grade level teams, looked 
over the learning targets, and talked about different types of potential assessments they could 
create.  I wanted to know more about the development and use of common assessments, and 
essentially how they would function in the Cedar District under the initiative intended to focus 
on adjusting instruction to improve student learning.  I asked Joan to help me understand the 
purpose of having teachers create common assessments.  She stated: 
When I started we had no common assessment across the district.  We had no screening 
assessment.  We had no benchmark assessment.  We did not have an assessment system.  
We had pretty much whatever was assigned, whatever any teacher was doing at any 
given time was it, and we did not look at our student performance data.   
Joan’s explanation guided me to understand that the district needed a way to check-in on 
how students were performing academically in mathematics and literacy.  Having common 
assessments encouraged teachers to work together, while also providing the district feedback, 
and ensuring consistent expectations across grade levels.  Joan informed me that the teachers 
were working building by building to create common assessments, but eventually they would 
become common measures of student performance across the district.  A sample schedule of the 
common assessment process included the following activities: 
• January 21st—work in grade level teams to create common assessment. 
• February 4th—work in grade level teams to create common assessment/discuss scoring 
criteria. 
• February 18th—March 4th—administer common assessment. 
• March 4th—work in grade level teams to revisit scoring criteria (leave meeting and score 
items). 
• March 25th—attend district-level meeting and review assessments and students’ 
performance. 
 
Developing common assessments ensured that teachers were engaging with data and 
assessing their students beyond just the yearly-standardized assessment.  Joan also stated that she 
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expected all teachers to look at the data from the common assessments formatively.  She 
expressed, “If you’re not using the data that you’re gathering in order to change your 
instruction…to make a difference for kids…then you shouldn’t be giving it.  You shouldn’t be 
doing the assessment.”  Joan’s position referred back to the notion that formative assessment is 
not a type of assessment, but rather an assessment becomes formative when the evidence is used 
to adapt instruction.  Her stance was that the common assessments should prompt an action (e.g., 
adjust instruction) from the teachers.  
While Joan had hoped common assessments would prompt a response, they essentially 
functioned as a way for the district to “check-in” on students’ learning from time to time.  It also 
established consistency among grade levels in terms of standards, instruction and assessment. 
Due to the teachers meeting as a district to talk about student performance data typically only 
four times (about every 6-8 weeks), the assessments took shape as interim measures, rather than 
day-to-day classroom assessments.  Interim (or benchmark) assessments are described as falling 
between summative and formative because they are administered periodically through the school 
year and are similar to accountability tests (Shepard, Davidson, & Bowman, 2011).   
Shephard (2005b) described that data from interim assessments “are not directly 
formative however, for two reasons: the data available are at too gross a level of generality and 
feedback for improvement is not part of the process” (pp. 5-6).  The data produced from interim 
assessments are not as “fine-grained” (Heritage, 2010b, p. 28) to guide learning and teaching on 
a day-to-day basis.  For instance, due to the large amounts of data, the third grade teachers across 
the district chose to typically bring three samples to the meetings.  Therefore, the questions 
focusing on: “Where the learner is right now?  Where the learner needs to be?  and How to get 
there?” (Wiliam, 2013, p. 16) were only being directed toward a select number of students.  
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There was also a gap in time (two weeks or more) between when the teachers administered the 
assessment to when they discussed possible next steps for instruction.  The key was for the 
assessments to be instructionally-linked, but timing issues made that difficult for teachers.   
The practice of assessing more frequently beyond standardized measures has been 
described as a way to “use summative assessments in formative ways” (Stiggins, 2005, p. 327).  
Stiggins (2005) contends that what is problematic about such an approach is that a student’s 
success does not solely rest on whether they are assessed on a more frequent basis, or how data is 
managed by teachers or administrators, but on “what students do with and about those results” (p. 
328).  The actions students take are critical and if an assessment is to become formative, their 
involvement is essential.  While feedback was one of the targets on the professional development 
plan, the teachers described that it was not a major focal area during the first year of the initiative.   
The notion of developing common assessments was clear for Joan, but the discussion 
about assessments that were meant to be ‘common,’ caused concern for one of the teachers.  
Carmen became worried that the common assessments were taking shape as a “standardized” 
assessment.  When I asked Carmen to elaborate, she explained:  
I think there's a major confusion on what formative assessment is.  They want an 
assessment standardized across the district.  It is not realistic because if it is formative 
assessment, it's based on your students and based on what their needs are.  You're just 
giving me another summative test.   
 Carmen’s understanding of formative assessment was that it was evidence gathered from 
individual students, not necessarily using the same measure.  Her perspective was that since 
every student in the grade would be taking the same assessment at the same time, the common 
assessment was taking shape as a standardized assessment.  Carmen elaborated:  
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I think we missed the boat completely.  I do not think people have a clear understanding 
of what formative assessment is.  I don’t think they know how to use formative 
assessment because I think we should not have spent so much time on common 
assessment.  What we should have done is talk about what formative assessment is…have 
people bring in samples, and then talk about how they used it and adjusted it for their 
students’ learning.   
The experiences that Carmen was having in the professional development initiative were 
not fitting within her understanding of formative assessment.  What seemed to be missing in 
Carmen’s professional development experience was the notion of looking at data and talking 
about the next steps to adjust instruction.  Tests that were the “same” also caused concern for 
Carmen, especially because her students learned in both Spanish and English. Therefore 
assessments administered solely in English raised a red flag.  Carmen also did not receive 
information on the notion that any assessment can take shape as formative if the information 
gathered would be used immediately as part of the instructional process. Formative assessment is 
a complex construct and without a “shared understanding” (Trumbull & Gerzon, 2013, p. 22) 
among teachers and school leaders, tensions can surface.  
Carmen was a teacher leader and facilitator for the second grade team, so during 
interviews, I sought to find out more about the summer training and any resources that were 
provided by the administration.  During the summer training, Carmen, Annie and the other 
teacher leaders, received a binder and a computer flash drive that included information on 
formative assessment, standards, target-method matching, and research articles.  Over eighty 
files were included in the materials provided to teacher leaders.  Carmen and Annie explained 
that the intention was for the teacher leaders to pull materials to help them lead meetings with the 
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district and within their professional learning communities.  Figures 4, 5 and 6 are sample 
materials that were distributed to teacher leaders during the summer training.   
 
Figure 4.  Sample materials (Informative Assessment PD, 2012). 
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Figure 5.  Sample materials (Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis, Chappuis, 2004, p. 42). 
 
Figure 6.  Sample materials (Stiggins, Arter, Chappuis, Chappuis, 2004, p. 13). 
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Annie, the Title 1 teacher, discussed that she did not distribute the materials provided to 
her during the summer training, but that she did bring in her own assessment samples to show the 
teachers how she enacted formative assessment in her classroom during reading.  Annie often 
brought in examples such as exit slips or graphic organizers, and explained how she used the 
data gathered to differentiate her instruction and structure her reading groups.  She also reported 
that she posted learning targets in the classroom so that her students knew the daily targets and 
could self-monitor their progress.   
During meetings with the third grade teachers, Annie often told teachers that they needed 
to spend time looking at the data they collected.  Annie would say, “If you're doing the steps, 
you're looking at the data, figuring out the next steps, re-teaching, and enriching then you'll see 
growth.”  While Annie did not embed the materials into the meetings, she did integrate the topic 
of formative assessment into professional learning community discussions.  Grace was part of 
the professional learning community with Annie and she confirmed during one of our interviews 
that the materials provided by the district on formative assessment were not distributed.  She 
stated, “The topics sound familiar, but I have not seen these particular resources.”  Grace showed 
an interest in one of the research articles and asked if I would make her a copy. 
Carmen explained that she did not find the materials helpful to her as a teacher leader 
because what she was asked to do was not aligned with formative assessment as she understood 
it.  Therefore, the materials were not something she referred back to when planning for the 
professional development meetings.  It became clear that Carmen’s tension had resulted from the 
mixture of messages she received during the initiative. As a teacher leader, Carmen’s tensions 
were warranted—she received summer training on formative assessment with no discussion on 
common assessments.  She was told by the administration to disseminate what she learned about 
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formative assessment during the summer training (e.g., information on learning targets and 
feedback) with members of her professional learning community.  The principal then directed all 
of teachers to work on developing grade-level common assessments that would be placed into a 
binder and shared year after year.  The mixed messages Carmen received resulted in her 
abandoning the teacher resources she received during the summer training.  Carmen’s view was 
that the development of common assessments across the district was promoting summative 
assessment.  Had Carmen received training and clarification that the common assessments were 
intended to function as formative assessments, perhaps her position may have been shifted, and 
she might have chosen to disseminate the resources.   
During an interview, Julie and I discussed the resources that the teacher leaders received 
during one of our interviews.  I asked her about whether she received the resources, and if she 
found any of them helpful during her professional development experience.  As she browsed the 
materials, Julie commented that she was not provided with any of the resources throughout the 
professional development initiative.  She also expressed a sense of disappointment by stating, “I 
really would have liked to have copies of the materials,” especially the research articles.  She 
was uncertain about why the materials were not distributed to the staff and questioned, “Maybe it 
was up to the individual trainers and what they shared with their group?” Before our 
conversation came to a close, Julie looked through the resources, pulled a few aside and asked if 
it was alright if she made copies to keep as resources.   
In order gather a deeper understanding of the dissemination process, I spoke with Joan, as 
she was responsible for training the teacher leaders.  Figure 7 is an example of the dissemination 
process.  Joan commented that she was unsure how teacher the leaders were interpreting 
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information from the training, or on how they were disseminating information to their 
professional learning community members.  She elaborated:  
I don’t know.  We do our own training so we know what they’re getting.  We know what 
our teacher leaders are getting.  When our teacher leaders leave us and go into the 
building and into the grade level at department meetings, their interpretation, we hope, 
mirrors some of the rationale. 
 
 
Figure 7.  Structure of dissemination of information/materials.   
Joan expressed that she was confident in the material and content that the teacher leaders 
were receiving from her training during the summer as well as during informal meetings she had 
with them during the year.  It was the exchange between the teacher leaders and classroom 
teachers that remained unclear for Joan.  Teacher leaders were provided with some direction 
(from Joan) on the focal areas (e.g., learning targets) to discuss at professional development 
meetings during their training; however, they had choice with the final agenda and on how the 
grade-level and district-wide meetings were facilitated.  While it afforded them agency, it also 
resulted in a lack of access to materials for certain staff members.   
Administrator	  Joann	  
Teacher	  Leader-­‐Carmen	  
Teacher	   Teacher	  
Teacher	  Leader-­‐Annie	  
Teacher	   Teacher	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Grace and Julie reported that they would have liked copies of the resources that were 
distributed to the teacher leaders.  Their interest in the materials highlights that they might have 
been seeking to learn more about formative assessment, or clarify gaps in their knowledge.  One 
of the research articles related to motivation, feedback, and learning piqued both Grace and 
Julie’s interest.  It is hard to pinpoint how the materials on formative assessment might have 
enhanced teachers’ knowledge, but it would have likely provided consistency of information to 
teachers as they engaged in their professional learning communities.  Making the resources 
available to all teachers would have ensured that they had access (if they chose to) to dig deeper 
during their professional development experiences.   
During one of our interviews, I asked Joan whether she felt the classroom teachers were 
beginning to try out the assessment concepts they were learning in their professional learning 
communities.  She explained to me that her role was not to conduct walkthroughs or observations, 
but rather lead the training for the teacher leaders.  When talking about teachers’ usage, Joan 
reminded me that she was not expecting huge changes in their practices during the first year and 
she recognized that teachers would require extended support over time.  She did say that next 
year there was a plan in place to bring in instructional coaches as a level of support to help 
teachers with implementation of formative assessment.   
Joan assured me that the teacher leaders were well prepared and that they had a wealth of 
resources to facilitate the professional development sessions.  While Joan hoped that the teacher 
leaders were interpreting and presenting the information accurately, there was no formal system 
in place for checking in on how they were making sense of the information, or how they planned 
to disseminate information during meetings.  Carmen, one of the team leaders, experienced 
tension due to the multiple messages she was receiving and uncertainty of how common 
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assessments aligned with her framework on formative assessment.  Both Carmen and Annie had 
complex roles as teacher leaders and were expected to interpret information prepared by the 
district and lead meetings to inform their peers of information on formative assessment. 
As Borko (2004) contends, “a program must effectively communicate the intended goals 
and uses of resources to prospective facilitators and provide support materials that will enable 
them to use the resources in the intended ways” (p. 10).  Carmen and Annie did not use the 
materials provided by the district as they were initially intended.  This finding signals that 
teacher leaders could have benefited from more clarification and support on the goal of creating 
common assessments, as well as on how to embed the materials into their professional learning 
communities.   
During the study, teachers’ reflections also revealed that each professional learning 
community developed different purposes and focal areas for their particular grade levels.  The 
professional development initiative was centered on the same larger targets (e.g., formative and 
common assessments); however the conversations and experiences that unfolded differed for 
teachers in the various communities.  Grace stated that her professional development meetings 
were focused on the content area of literacy with an emphasis on writing and using textual 
evidence.  During district-wide meetings, her third grade team spent time evaluating writing 
samples.  At the grade level meetings, Grace’s team spent a large amount of time creating 
common assessments to assess writing and elements of literature.  Grace felt that the third grade 
teachers did not hit the learning targets or feedback goals well, but that they did successfully 
work on developing common assessments.   
Annie was also part of Grace’s meetings, but as a teacher leader, she stated that her role 
was to push teachers to focus on collaborating with one another and to have conversations about 
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data.  She wanted teachers to begin considering and talking about, “How are you leveling your 
kids?  How are you judging their writing?  How are you assessing them?  What kind of formative 
assessment are you doing?” Annie was in agreement with Grace that the focus was on 
developing common assessments. She also stated that the feedback component was not a huge 
focal area for the third grade team.  She explained that giving feedback had been “kind of tricky” 
for her as a teacher in the area of reading because she does not want her students to “get bogged 
down” by receiving feedback on their reading levels.   
In Julie’s first grade meetings, she spent time discussing assessments for both literacy and 
mathematics.  While the first grade team created and implemented one common assessment for 
math, most of their focus was spent on breaking down the learning targets and making sense of 
the standards.  Julie communicated that the first grade teachers also explored evidence-based 
arguments, but that creating formative assessments and providing feedback were not explored in 
depth.  Lydia expressed that her experiences with the kindergarten team included discussions that 
centered on literacy and were focused on trying out different types of assessments with her five 
and six year olds.  While feedback was not a component of her professional development 
discussions, Lydia described that she tried using feedback with her kindergarten students to help 
them feel comfortable showing her what they know and to move them forward with their 
learning.   
Carmen explained that the second grade teachers “did a lot of the target-method matching 
and breaking down the standards.”  She also worked with her team to develop common 
assessments in both math and literacy.  Carmen also reported that she and her bilingual/ESL 
colleagues received additional training from a local university professor on using formative 
assessment during writing.  She stated that the extra training she received taught her how to use 
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portfolios and help her students evaluate their own writing through using self-assessments.  
During training sessions with the university professor, Carmen was able to watch videos of 
formative assessment in action in a dual language classroom and engage in critical discussions 
with colleagues.  Carmen asserted that the additional training with the professor offered her 
clarification on formative assessment. She described this experience in her additional community 
as the most impactful because she had access to videos where she observed formative assessment 
unfold.  The additional training that Carmen and the other bilingual/ESL teachers received on 
assessing bilingual learners would have benefited all of the teachers at Sherman Elementary 
because many of the teachers work with students who speak more than one language.  It is 
important to note that while Sherman Elementary included a diverse population of students, there 
was no discussion, other than by Carmen, on how the professional development goals and targets 
would meet (or not meet) the cultural and language needs of the students.   
Learning communities are described as varying in form and context and provide a space 
to collectively share new knowledge (Lieberman & Miller, 2008).  Some grade level teams, such 
as first and second, chose to focus more on the standards and learning targets.  Third grade and 
kindergarten teachers spent time on creating and trying out various assessments.  Overall, the 
topics of common assessments, standards and learning targets were the most common across 
teachers. Specifically in relation to formative assessment, unpacking the standards and exploring 
the learning targets encouraged teachers to think about “the pathways along which students are 
expected to progress” (Heritage, 2010b, p. 38).  As mentioned earlier, the teacher leaders had 
general topics to cover, but each grade level focused on what was important for their needs.  This 
approach afforded the teachers agency and communities were able to organize activities that met 
their learning needs, as well as the needs of their students.   
 102 
While communities will vary in form and context, it is important to look closely at access, 
content, opportunities, and teachers’ needs within the same school to ensure that adequate 
resources are provided throughout the professional development experience.  For instance, 
feedback was one of the targets in the district’s initiative, but it was not a focal area of many of 
the communities.  Not all feedback, especially if evaluative, is effective in helping students 
adjust their learning.  Ensuring that teacher leaders spent time discussing how to give timely, 
clear, and specific feedback could have provided opportunities for teachers to have conversations 
about how feedback helps teachers guide students to the next steps in the learning process.  
Integrating feedback more purposefully would have also provided a space to discuss student 
involvement in the assessment process.  Variation in professional learning communities is 
expected, but what should be consistent is that the components of formative assessment need to 
be presented as directly entwined with daily instruction, and inseparable to the teaching process.  
Articulated understandings and responses.  Joan, the district administrator, expressed 
confidence in a number of her teachers, but also realized that some of them “have never been 
trained through their university program to administer reading assessments.”  Barbara echoed a 
similar sentiment back in the late 90’s about the teachers at Sherman Elementary not receiving 
extensive training, or course preparation in the area of assessment.  Through interviewing each of 
the five teachers, I learned that many of them had different experiences and comfort levels in 
relation to assessment.  Julie commented that she “can give running records in her sleep,” while 
Grace was not clear on how to administer or interpret a running record, and decided to sign up 
for extra training during the summer to learn more.  Lydia explained that in relation to 
assessment, she is “beginning to get a grip on it a little bit better,” and that she is more 
comfortable with interviewing her students versus giving more formal measures.   
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During an interview, Annie commented that she learned a wealth of information on 
assessment while obtaining her reading endorsement and stated, “we had tons of training on 
formative and summative assessment.”  Carmen also attended graduate school and explained that 
“formative assessment is not new and it is something that should be done throughout teaching.”  
She explained that she often brings what she learns in her graduate classes into her teaching 
practice.  Carmen elaborated: 
I have read a lot and I change my teaching practices because of stuff I have read.  One of 
the books I read was on students acting out their writing and that was one of the things I 
implemented with last year’s group and they loved it…I never thought of them acting it 
out but that made them write more! The graduate classes definitely have me thinking 
differently about how I can change my teaching practices.  Every year I am always 
changing.  It never stays the same.  It depends on what works for what class. 
Each teacher entered this professional development initiative with important experiences 
and professional knowledge in the area of assessment. Annie and Carmen had been engaging in 
more recent discussions and coursework on assessment in their graduate work experiences.  
Lydia, Grace, and Julie each completed a course in college on classroom assessment.  While the 
teachers’ past histories with assessment varied, experience alone does not equate to expertise 
(Elmore, 2002).  As Joan had mentioned, her intention was that the focus on formative 
assessment would strengthen all teachers’ (veteran and novice) assessment literacy.   
In an effort to extend on the teachers’ experiences and pay closer attention to their use of 
assessment, each of the five teachers discussed how formative assessment functioned in their 
particular classrooms.  Grace explained that she used observations to gather evidence and see 
whether her students were demonstrating an understanding of the learning target(s).  She asked 
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herself, “Did they absorb what I was teaching?  If everybody misses the question on X, that’s my 
fault.  That’s not their fault.”  Grace explained that she also viewed it as informal and more 
anecdotal.  Formative assessment functioned as a way for Grace to keep herself accountable for 
student learning.   
Julie described formative assessment as a screening tool that is best when given one-on-
one, but also as an assessment that is used toward guiding her instruction, and reteaching when 
needed.  Julie expressed that she realizes that “it's not just about production,” but she 
acknowledged her struggles with needing to meet the standards and “top down expectations.”  
Carmen discussed that formative assessment is individualized and used for the purpose of 
changing her instruction.  She explained:  
Formative assessment is based on your students…on what their needs are and on what 
you need to assess.  When I meet with my kids, I try to keep notes on what they are doing, 
what I need to be paying attention to, and what I need to change for next time.   
Annie, the school’s Title 1 teacher, discussed the importance of looking at data such as 
running records, exit slips, or graphic organizers and then differentiating her instruction based on 
what she uncovered.  She stated, “If you use formative assessment, you really need to go home 
that night, look at it, and then differentiate using that information.”  Lydia spoke about formative 
assessment as ongoing and gathering data through the use of one-on-one interviews with her 
students.  Lydia enacted conversations with her students as a means to gather where they were in 
their learning.  She found that talking to her five and six year olds was incredibly eye opening 
and revealed more than what a formal test could show.  For instance, she explained that she often 
pulled a chair up next to a student and prompted them by stating, “Tell me the beginning, middle, 
and end in this story.”   
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However, Lydia expressed that the interviews or questioning she conducts with her 
students do not hold as much weight as the timed tests.  When looking at her students’ writing 
with me, she said, “Who is going to look at these?” The notion of what counts as assessment 
surfaced as Lydia wrestled with the idea that her students’ performance on timed and formal tests 
took priority.  Lydia also explained that she related formative assessment directly to her 
reteaching practices.  She elaborated: 
If you just taught something, such writing in your journal, and the students go do it, and 
they don’t show that they have picked up what I just taught, then I would re-teach.   
When examining each of the teachers’ descriptions and understandings of formative 
assessment it became clear that tensions between summative and formative assessment existed.  
Table 5 is a summary of teachers’ descriptions of evidence gathering, functions of data, and uses.   
Table 5 
Summary of Descriptions: Evidence, Functions and Teacher Responses 
Teacher Evidence 
Gathering 
Function How was the information used? 
Grace Observations,  
One-on-one 
assessments 
(e.g., word 
assessment)  
Check-in on 
learning targets 
 
Structure 
reading groups 
 
Plan future 
lessons 
 
Report data 
• Conferences with parents 
 
• Reteaching/Plan future lessons 
 
• Homogenous grouping 
 
• Complete progress reports 
 
 
(table continues)  
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Table 5 (continued) 
 
 
Teacher Evidence 
Gathering 
Function How was the information used? 
Julie One-one-one 
assessments 
(e.g., listening 
to a student 
read) 
Pre-assess 
 
Guide 
instruction  
 
Plan future  
lessons 
 
Structure 
reading groups 
 
Report data 
• Conferences with parents 
 
• Reteaching/Plan future lessons 
 
• Homogenous grouping  
 
• Completing progress reports 
 
 
 
Lydia One-on-one 
interviews, 
Writing 
Plan future 
lessons 
 
Report data 
• Reteaching/Plan future lessons 
 
• Completing progress reports 
 
 
Carmen Observations,  
Conversations, 
Journal 
Guide 
instruction 
 
Individualize 
learning 
 
Report data 
 
• Completing progress reports 
 
• Reteaching/Plan future lessons 
 
Annie Running 
records, Exit 
slips, Graphic 
organizers 
Individualize 
learning 
 
Report data 
• Homogenous grouping  
 
• Differentiate instruction 
 
• Completing progress reports 
 
 
Carmen and Julie described using formative assessment to inform and guide their 
instruction, specifically when reteaching.  Other descriptions such as preassessing, observing or 
differentiating instruction were also situated within the larger intention of improving learning for 
students.  The key functions of formative assessment require that evidence is elicted, an 
intepretation is made based on the evidence, and an action and response is taken to successfully 
close the gap from students’ current status to the desired learning goal (Wiliam, 2000).  Teachers 
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sought to elicit evidence through a variety of deliberate and purposeful ways (e.g., running 
record, exit slips) and others were more incidental and part of the day-to-day practices 
(observations).  Depending on the nature of the questions asked, interviews might have been 
deliberate or incidental.  All five teachers were aware that with formative assessment, a response 
takes place after the data is gathered.   
While I did not sit down with every teacher and review their interpretation process as 
they viewed assessments, many discussed referring back to the original learning target, using 
scoring guides (e.g., running records), maintaining checklists or rubrics as methods to help them 
interpret assessment data.  In other words, typically there were specific success criteria (e.g., % 
accuracy of reading) or a learning target that teachers used to determine the next steps and 
actions to take based on students’ performance.  Grace used “checking-in” on students as a 
means to be accountable for her teaching, but also to decide whether she would go back and 
reteach, or move on.  
Many of the teachers described formative assessment as individualized or a one-on-one 
assessment. This highlights that they are thinking of the importance of differentiation of 
instruction and allowing for different levels of learning. However, one-on-one instruction or 
assessments are not always practical for teachers due to time constraints (Heritage, 2010b). 
Formative assessment can be enacted during whole class instruction such as through questioning 
and interactions with peers  
One of the common actions, reteaching, was discussed by many of the teachers as a 
method to individualize instruction, but also a way to revisit concepts if they felt that a student 
was not grasping a specific learning target.  Reteaching in this case was used after learning and 
typically for gathering data to plan future lessons.  A move to reteach is not the same as making 
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adjustments during learning or scaffolding learners to help close the gap.  While moments of 
reteaching may be essential during literacy instruction, it is not possible to go back and reteach 
every lesson.  Therefore, teachers need to know how to interpret beyond a test score to ask the 
right questions, versus taking on a stance to consistently reteach.  Interpreting assessment results 
requires teachers to have strong content knowledge of literacy as well as pedagogical knowledge 
for teaching the subject of literacy (Shulman, 1986).  
Placing students into leveled reading groups was also a common action that took place 
once an assessment was given.  The Title 1 teachers at Sherman Elementary encouraged leveling 
students into guided reading groups as an a instructional strategy to ensure that students were 
reading at the “just right” and “appropriate level.”  Guided reading groups at Sherman were 
described as flexible and changing; therefore, students were assessed more frequently.  While 
this is a differentiation strategy, the pedagogical action of the assessment was not to help scaffold 
learners from where they are to where they should go next. It was, instead, focused on evaluating 
student’ reading (fluency and comprehension) in order to place them into homogenous (yet 
flexible) reading groups.   
Teachers also explained that the purpose of administering assessments was so that they 
could have measures to use when reporting data on the district’s progress report (see Figure 8).  
Not only was the progress report used as a way for the district and principal to check-in on 
students’ performance, teachers also reported that it was a helpful tool when conferencing with 
parents.  Through conversations with teachers, it became clear that the progress report took shape 
as a (public) text of accountability because it could be used to document students’ quarterly 
performance.  The teachers described feeling pressure from having to complete the new progress 
reports that are now directly aligned to the Common Core State Standards.  At one time, the 
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progress reports were individualized, written in narrative form, and teachers commented that 
they now mirror the Common Core Standards too much, which adds extra pressure to have 
appropriate documentation.  The teachers reported that they worry that certain assessments are in 
place become it has become more about “filling in a box,” versus knowing about their students 
as learners.  
 
Figure 8.  Sample progress report. 
Historically, summative assessment has dominated classroom based literacy practices and 
the pressures of accountability have made it hard for the teachers at Sherman to find a balance.  
Grace, Julie, Annie, Lydia, and Carmen each expressed that their classroom assessments (e.g., 
observations, interviews, and exit slips) have a formative purpose; however the actions they 
described in relation to their interpretations often took shape as summative assessment.  This 
finding reinforces that the intention for student learning through formative assessment can be in 
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place, but when the actions include placing students in groups, grade progress, report data at 
parent-teacher conferences, or to reteach, then it focuses more on the “sum up” of what a student 
knows, understands, or can do.  While the teachers at Sherman Elementary viewed assessment as 
critical to enhance students’ performance, they also viewed it through a lens that held them, as 
well as their students accountable for learning.   
The teachers at Sherman discussed various ways that they attempted to gather formative 
data from their students through classroom conversations, journal writing, or interviewing 
students; however, it became clear that those practices did not hold the same weight compared to 
more summative forms.  Lydia’s comment, “Who is going to look at these?” and Julie’s choice 
not to use the students’ writing journals highlights that such forms of assessment are not as 
valued by particular stakeholders (e.g., administration, State Board of Education).  Assessments 
that do not have a textual record or those considered ‘informal’ lack institutional power and are 
not taken as seriously as summative measures (Johnston & Costello, 2005).   
The district’s goal was to have teachers “use assessment data to inform instructional 
practices,” (Professional Development Plan, 2014), but it became clear that some of the teachers 
were not making the connection to how the district’s initiative could be directly embedded into 
what was already taking place in their classroom (e.g., observations, interviews, listening to 
students read).  For instance, Lydia explained her position as “If I’m busy assessing I’m not 
teaching.”  Her perspective is one that viewed assessment as essentially in “competition with 
teaching, rather than as an integral part of teaching and learning” (Heritage, 2007, p. 140).  As 
Graue (1993) stated “Assessment and instruction are often conceived as curiously separate in 
time and purpose” (p. 291).  Being asked to create new and tangible assessments may have 
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contributed to the teachers viewing the development of common assessments as something extra 
and more formal—even standardized as Carmen had described.   
Starting with their own classroom assessment practices first, and tapping into what they 
already enact as teachers, could have helped facilitate the notion that formative assessment 
fosters a “reciprocal relationship between teaching and learning” (Heritage, 2007, p. 140).  Such 
a stance would bring value to the assessments that were already taking place in teachers’ 
classrooms as well as help the teachers recognize that they entered this space with “important 
professional knowledge and experience” (Trumbull & Gerzen, 2013, p. 17).   Due to the 
accountability environment and pervasive focus on high stakes assessment, helping teachers 
understand that that formative assessment occurs in real time during their natural course of 
instruction (Roskos & Neuman, 2012), would help reinforce that the initiative is not something 
“in addition.”  It would then position it as a day-to-day collaborative process between teacher 
and students. 
Conversations on assessment sparked concerns.  The directive to create common 
assessments ignited tensions and concerns specifically for Lydia, Carmen, and Julie.  All three 
teachers expressed that they were worried about the developmental appropriateness of such 
assessments for their students in their kindergarten, first and second grade classrooms.  Lydia, 
Carmen, and Julie communicated that since the inception of NCLB and the Common Core State 
Standards, their young learners were feeling the pressures of testing.  During an interview, Lydia 
explained to me that “the standards already caused us to pack up.”  She discussed that at one 
time her classroom had a dramatic play center, a kitchen, and block station for her kindergarten 
students.  Lydia elaborated on how it has changed: 
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I’d say probably about five years ago.  It just began to become impossible to meet the 
standards and have playtime, which is really sad.  We fought it tooth and nail because I 
just don’t believe in that.  Developmentally it’s not best practice.   
Lydia recognized the importance of play in the curriculum and she felt that it was a 
critical piece to her students’ development, but it was no longer being valued.  Lydia expressed 
that many of her students were not reading or writing when they entered her classroom in 
September, yet they were being required to sit down to complete timed assessments, which she 
described as “unnecessary.”  Lydia’s perspective was that in kindergarten teachers are meant to 
be helping students form a foundation for literacy and that “too much valuable time is being 
taken away from teaching in order to administer tests.”  Through working with her students on 
writing, conducting interviews, and wanting them to engage in collaborative play, Lydia was 
viewing their literacy as a social practice and she saw the need to extend beyond narrow 
assessments in order to assess her students’ complex literate behaviors (Johnson & Costello, 
2005). 
Julie expressed similar feelings when she expressed concerns for the developmental 
needs of her first graders.  Julie stated: 
We keep getting more skills that we need to know at the younger ages that are not always 
developmentally appropriate.  If you just took a snapshot of what we used to do, and 
compare it with what we do now, the play element is leaving.  It's really just changed.  
Am I producing children that can complete a standardized test?  Yes, I believe I am.   
Julie expressed a genuine concern for the skills that her students were being asked to 
demonstrate and whether they were appropriate for first graders.  Due to the standards, she 
wondered whether games still had a place in her classroom and said somewhat hesitantly, 
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“Should I be getting rid of these things?” Julie’s concern was that she was preparing first graders 
to complete tests, while overlooking many of their important developmental needs in first grade.   
Carmen also expressed concerns for assessments that were being pushed down to the 
second grade level, especially because formal assessment materials are often not written in her 
students’ home language (Spanish).  Even if translated in English, Carmen stated that some of 
the meanings are lost in that “the words are sometimes off.”   She explained that the district 
informed her that along with requiring common assessments, standardized tests were most likely 
going to be moved down to second grade next year.  Carmen discussed that her goal is to have 
her students “feel comfortable with English and to take risks from time to time,” but that the 
movement toward requiring more assessments just added pressure to them as bilingual learners.  
While Carmen’s goal was to have her students engage in daily conversations in order to take 
risks with using English, she told me that those goals are not enough, and that “there are always 
more tests to take.” 
Carmen, Julie, and Lydia realized that many of the assessment practices (e.g., statewide 
standardized assessment) that typically take place for students in third grade and above, are now 
beginning to trickle down to the younger students and they have concerns about the 
developmental and language needs of their students.  It is important to note that these concerns 
naturally surfaced during interviews.  The finding is relevant in that despite the district’s 
intention of helping teachers use assessments to adjust their instruction, the accountability 
environment continuously weighed heavily on their minds.   
Summary 
Historically, assessment has been an important focal area at Sherman Elementary as well 
as in the Cedar School District as a whole.  Efforts to help teachers understand formative 
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assessment practices through professional development opportunities have been in place since 
the 90s and have since come back full swing.  The district’s goal of the current professional 
development initiative was to help teachers use data to adjust instruction.  Joan, the current 
district administrator explained that her goal was that teachers would try some assessment 
practices in their classroom.  While the “official” intentions were to institute a professional 
development initiative centered on helping teachers use assessment data to help guide instruction, 
what became enacted was centered on teachers creating common assessments, or district 
checkpoints that would be used on an interim basis. 
The organizational conditions of the professional development initiative were influential 
in teachers’ opportunities to learn about formative assessment as a teaching and learning tool for 
day-to-day instruction.  The teacher leaders were trained on formative assessment and were 
provided with materials to help them facilitate meetings, yet they were directed to help their staff 
create common assessments.  Therefore, the materials on formative assessment were not 
disseminated to the classroom teachers.  Joan, the district administrator, had confidence in her 
teacher leaders, but she was also unsure about how they were interpreting and disseminating 
information in their professional learning communities.  Teachers’ experiences in the 
professional learning communities varied in their purpose and on the focal areas explored.  
Therefore, some communities focused on common assessments, while others unpacked the 
standards. Feedback is a critical component to the formative assessment process, and while it 
was a target for the initiative, it was the one area that teachers explained was not explored.  
Throughout the study, it became clear that a shared understanding on formative assessment had 
not been fostered during this first year.   
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All five teachers articulated the importance of assessing to improve student learning and 
their intentions were that eliciting evidence through observations, interviews, and running 
records would have a formative purpose.  They also understood that formative assessment 
required a response or action from the teacher.  However, their descriptions of actions and 
responses to data (e.g., completing progress reports, reteaching, using the data to conference, and 
leveling students into reading groups) were often aligned with a summative stance.   
While the intention was to have teachers engage in conversations on how to use data to 
inform and adjust their instruction, the development of common assessments created tension for 
some teachers.  Teachers viewed the act of creating tangible assessments as something “in 
addition” to their teaching practices.  The task of creating assessments and looking at the results 
across the school and district ignited heightened concerns from a few of the teachers about the 
developmental and cultural needs of their students.  The components of formative assessment 
were not new to the teachers at Sherman, but the movement toward creating common, grade-
level assessments shifted the focus from formative assessment as a daily and systematic 
assessment process that is naturally embedded into real time instruction.   
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Chapter 5 
Case One: Julie 
 In this chapter, I describe different examples of how one of my focal participants, Julie, 
enacted assessment practices during her morning literacy block.  Through observing and 
listening to Julie’s stories, I highlight her thoughts about assessing her students’ learning and 
discuss the ways she uses the data she collects.  Julie’s uptake of the professional development 
initiative and what she brought into the context of her literacy instruction are also presented.   
Julie’s Classroom, Materials and Structure 
When I walked into Julie’s first grade classroom, I noticed a spacious and bright room 
filled with environmental print.  In the front of the classroom, there was a large carpet area 
surrounded by colorful picture books and a SMART Board.  Twenty-three children sat in small, 
organized groups and Julie had created multiple learning areas throughout the large space.  A 
listening center was located in the far right corner and included multiple sets of headphones and 
a cd player.  Julie’s classroom also had two computers as well as an iPad center.  Julie used the 
horseshoe table in the back of the room for small group instruction.   
During my observations, Julie wrote a message and the daily schedule on the white board 
each morning.  A typical morning schedule during Julie’s literacy block included: 
• Handwriting practice 
• Reading practice book 
• Heggerty phonemic awareness program 
• Story at carpet (basal reader) 
• Daily 5 
• Writing (taught on Wednesdays) 
 
The students in Julie’s class were provided with “book bags,” which were filled with pre-
selected, leveled picture books.  Rather than having her students self select texts, Julie 
encouraged them to read from their book bags to ensure that they were spending quality time 
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reading a book at their independent reading level.  Julie adopted the Journeys Common Core 
Reading Curriculum (Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2012) basal reader as her main reading text 
with her first graders.  She used the basal text to teach whole group reading instruction at the 
carpet.  Small, leveled texts accompanied each anthology selection in the basal reader and Julie 
used those during her guided reading instruction.  A practice book was also a component to the 
program and each child worked in his/her workbook independently first thing in the morning.   
Julie reported that not all of the teachers at Sherman Elementary have a fondness toward 
the basal reader.  She elaborated: 
A lot of teachers don’t even look at the Houghton Mifflin basal readers.  When we meet 
as a grade level, they are not even using it at all.  I know the level of my kids.  I can pull a 
book that’s at their level, that’s repeating the vocabulary that I am using…the advantage 
of it is it is a repetitive skill.  The kid has to have seven exposures to a new concept and 
this is a tried and true program that gives them seven exposures.   
Julie informed me that many of the veteran teachers also used the basal readers, but the 
newer teachers were not entirely on board.  She stated: 
There is this group of new teachers and they are trying to buck the system with the basal.  
They say, why are you using the basal?  What are you guys doing with it?  They are back 
to doing all these creative and artsy things. 
The aforementioned comments triggered a memory for Julie and she recalled a moment 
in her teaching career when she did not rely so heavily on any one particular curriculum.  She 
reflected on a time when she created her own lessons and said, “It used to be literature based and 
we created all of our own lessons, which was time consuming, but creative.”  Julie 
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acknowledged the tension between her philosophy and some of the newer teachers, but she stood 
firmly in her decision to use the basal program with her young learners.   
Julie and all of the other teachers at Sherman Elementary were not tied to any one 
curriculum, but she viewed the basal reading program as beneficial in helping her to level the 
students into reading groups.  Julie stated that the basal materials were based on “scientific 
research” and she believed that if she used the basal reading program that her students would 
have adequate opportunities to hit the necessary skills and standards.  Julie did “modify and 
augment the program” (Dewitz & Jones, 2012, p. 391) in some ways by not solely relying on the 
leveled readers and bringing in trade books to use for guided reading.  Using the reading 
program was Julie’s way of keeping herself accountable for content and standards. 
Julie engaged the students in daily phonemic instruction using, Phonemic Awareness: 
The Skills That They Need to Help Them Succeed! (Heggerty, 2013).  This took shape as an 
interactive, call and response lesson where children practiced phonemic awareness skills such as 
consonants, vowels, digraphs, blends and rimes.  Structured writing lessons took place on 
Wednesday afternoons.  Sometimes Julie created her own lessons, while other times she used the 
Write Traits program (Spandel & Hicks, 2010) as a supplemental resource.  The students had an 
opportunity to practice and apply elements of good writing (e.g., ideas, organization, voice, 
sentence fluency, word choice, conventions) and Julie explored various genres (e.g., narrative, 
expository, persuasive).   
Julie used the Daily 5 (Boushey & Moser, 2009) structure during her literacy block each 
morning.  While this is not something she had received any formal training in, the Title 1 
teachers at Sherman Elementary helped her by providing information (e.g., texts) on 
implementation.  The Daily 5 encompasses the following structures: Read to self, Read to 
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someone, Word work, Work on writing, Listen to reading.  Sometimes the children would self 
select their choice, but typically, Julie planned the Daily 5 groups and the children moved from 
different reading stations every 20 to 30 minutes.  She often set aside time to meet with small 
groups during Daily 5 time.   
Julie admitted that it was a challenge for some of her first graders to work independently 
during reading and get through the entire block: 
When I started this year I found the Daily 5 for some of my kids was a disaster.  They are 
just not checking.  First of all, you just get a group of kids that are not self-motivated.   
The Daily 5 is intended to foster students’ independence during reading and writing and 
some of Julie’s students had difficulty working alone, and monitoring their learning.  When I 
asked her how she used the structure, she told me: 
What does the Daily 5 really want?  It wants a lot of time spent on kids reading.  That’s 
what it wants and it wants targeting instruction.  I can do that.  I don’t have to use their 
program exactly the way they want.  I want them spending a lot of time reading too. 
Julie described that she chose not to use the Daily 5 structure exactly how it was specified, 
but instead, modified it to fit her classroom’s needs.  Julie’s literacy instruction with her first 
graders included a mixture of materials that she selected (e.g., basal reader, handwriting practice, 
workbook, Write Traits), as well as a variety of structures (e.g., Daily 5, guided reading, whole 
class).  During the study, I noted that Julie spent a lot of time planning each week.  She often met 
me on the weekends to conduct interviews since she was in her classroom on Saturday and 
Sundays getting ready for the week.   
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Enacted Classroom Practices 
 This section highlights the classroom-based assessment practices Julie enacted with her 
students during the morning literacy block. For instance, I describe Julie’s use of learning targets, 
the different ways she monitors students, and the feedback she provides during writing. More 
specifically, I present the multiple ways that Julie attempted to gather evidence on students’ 
performance as readers and writers.   
Learning targets.  One focal area of the district’s professional development initiative on 
formative assessment included learning targets.  Julie explained to me that the learning targets, 
also referred to as, “I Can Statements,” were drawn directly from the Common Core State 
Standards. The district administrators broke down the standards and organized them by grade 
level.  They were placed into curriculum guides for each teacher.  The teachers were expected to 
organize their lessons (using materials of their choice) around the learning targets.  Figure 9 
displays reading and writing learning targets for Grade 1. 
 
 
Figure 9.  Grade 1 reading comprehension and writing learning targets. 
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Figure 9. (cont.).  Grade 1 reading comprehension and writing learning targets. 
As I observed, I took notice that learning targets were written on the white board each 
morning, and Julie displayed them using student friendly words.  The learning targets were 
essentially the daily or weekly learning objectives.  Example targets included:  
• Reading target: I can say the main idea of a story and one key detail. 
• Writing target: I can write a summary. 
• Spelling: I can spell long o words.   
 
When I asked Julie how she used the learning targets, she stated, “I go over them at the 
beginning of the week and we talk about them.”  I frequently observed Julie explaining the 
targets to students in statements such as, “Remember, our goal for this week is reading and 
spelling words with the long o sound.  Pay attention to the story as you are reading to see if you 
can find any of the words.”  Sometimes Julie used the words, “expectations” or “targets,” with 
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the students such as, “Today’s expectation is that you identify the main idea of the story” or “Our 
target for today is to write a summary.” 
When I asked Julie about the learning targets in connection with the professional 
development initiative, she explained: 
It’s not important to me to know what learning targets I've covered.  I don't think the kids 
care too much about that either.  None of the kids have ever said, ‘We don't learn that this 
week,’ so they've never complained about their learning targets. 
The targets are directly aligned with the standards, so Julie’s position on not needing to 
know what targets were covered may have been related to her trust in the basal reading program 
in that students would get adequate exposure to content standards, skills and strategies.  While 
the learning targets were not specified as of high importance for Julie, she clearly looked over 
them before her lessons, made sure that they were posted on the white board daily, and 
articulated reminders during literacy instruction.  Julie also had an understanding of the success 
criteria and what it meant to meet a particular learning goal.  She was often observed taking 
notes on post-its or charts and looking for evidence that students were meeting targets.  Julie 
explained that she referred to the learning targets when trying to determine when she would 
move on, or go back and reteach particular skills.  For instance, if a large number of her students 
missed a learning target based on their performance, she stated that she would make time and go 
back and reteach.   
Julie did communicate the learning goals with her students and integrated the targets into 
her daily instruction during literacy; however, the students were not asked to discuss, report on, 
or evaluate their own progress toward the daily literacy targets.  Stiggins and Chappuis (2005) 
contend that students need to know where they are heading on the learning destination; otherwise, 
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“they are at best just along for the ride” (p. 15).  Students’ involvement in the assessment is 
dependent on whether they know the purpose and articulated expectations (Stiggins & Chappuis, 
2005) and clarifying learning expectations intentionally brings them into the assessment process.  
It was not clear whether her students understood the targets or success criteria as they were not 
explicitly told how to use them as a vehicle to self-monitor their progress toward the goal.  Julie 
described that the learning targets were a major focal area of her professional learning 
community meetings and expressed that she was making a strong effort to become familiar with 
embedding them into her daily practice.   
Monitoring progress.  While the Cedar School District wanted Julie, as well the other 
teachers, to focus on developing and using district-wide, common assessments, she continued 
implementing her own informal assessments during literacy instruction because she did not find 
the common assessment “developmentally appropriate.”  Taking anecdotal notes were one of the 
main forms of data collection I observed.  For instance, Julie often walked around the room with 
sticky notes and recorded observations that would later be placed into her neatly organized 
binder where she kept her data.   
During one of Julie’s guided reading group’s lesson, she noticed Jake was having 
difficulty writing a summary about what he had read.  Jake was recording every detail he could 
remember about the text.  To help Jake, Julie took the small book he was reading and reviewed 
each page with him one by one.  She reminded him, “A summary shouldn’t be too big, too small, 
but just right.”  She recognized his need for extra help, recorded brief notes on a post-it, and 
commented to Jake, “We are going to work on summary some more.  We’ll work on this again 
tomorrow.”  She observed that Jake was writing too much in his summary and not bringing 
together the key ideas.  Julie’s observation of his performance on the summary task, prompted 
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her to take notes and place them in her binder.  Julie explained to me that she would set aside 
time the following day and re-teach the concept of summary to Jake.  While Jake did not 
necessarily need the entire strategy of summarizing taught again as he did pull out ideas from the 
text, reteaching was a common response that Julie used during her instruction as a means to help 
students who were having difficulty. 
Ellie Beatrice Carl 
Date:  
(+ or -) 
Date: 
(+ or -) 
Date: 
(+ or -) 
Date: 
(+ or -) 
Date: 
(+ or -) 
Date: 
(+ or -) 
Identify main idea        Summarize         Retell the story    
Figure 10.  Informal assessment chart.   
Julie developed a small chart (see Figure 10) where she maintained track of whether 
students met a learning target (e.g., main idea, retell a story).  She marked a plus (+) or a minus 
(-) if she felt the student accomplished the specific learning target for the lesson.  This system of 
data collection was not based on any quantitative data or district materials, but relied solely on 
Julie’s observations of student learning.  She also placed these charts into her assessment binder, 
and stated that she often looked back at her notes and data tables as forms of feedback when 
meeting with parents.  Julie explained that the informal notes and charts that she used to monitor 
student learning became helpful to her when conferencing with parents, and when planning 
upcoming lessons. 
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Figure 11.  Preparing students for an upcoming assessment. 
Julie also monitored her students by using particular assignments as a lead in, or scaffold 
to an upcoming assessment.  She showed me one of her guided reading group’s work on 
comparing two books they had read (see Figure 11).  Julie explained that she planned to use this 
assignment as a scaffold to help monitor student learning and prepare them for the upcoming 
assessment (which would look similar).  For this assignment, one of the guided reading groups 
had finished both Magic Tree House texts, Eve of the Emperor Penguin (Osborne, 2009) and 
Good Morning, Gorillas (Osborne, 2002).  Julie asked that the students complete the task 
independently while sitting at the small table.  The context of one book takes place in Antarctica 
and the other in Africa.  Julie expressed that the books were a good fit for helping the students 
practice comparing and contrasting.   
This comparing and contrasting task met the standard of having students explain major 
differences between books (CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL1.5).  Julie stated that 80% of her students 
needed to meet the target.  If 80% of students met a goal, Julie felt comfortable moving on.  It 
was her understanding that teacher evaluations were moving in that direction, so she wanted to 
ensure that her students were making progress on comparing and contrasting.  She explained that 
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if a large numbers of her students missed a particular target on the practice-like assessments then 
it would prompt a response from her to go back and reteach the skill (e.g., compare/contrast).   
Julie enacted practice-like assessments to gather evidence on individual learning gaps 
(e.g., where they are currently in relation to desired goal), as well as to prepare them for 
assessments that would be used toward progress reports (and potentially teacher evaluations).  
While they were not referred to as test preparation exercises, it was clear that Julie was preparing 
her students for the next learning standard of comparing and contrasting the adventures and 
experiences of characters in stories (CCSS.ELA-Literacy.RL1.9).  She knew that the next task 
would take shape as a more formal assessment, so this ‘practice assessment’ allowed her to 
monitor their performance on comparing and contrasting.   
Structured writing.  Julie explained that she looked at student writing as a major form of 
assessment, but not specifically for formative purposes.  She maintained organized portfolios that 
included a variety of writing samples from each child.  When I asked Julie how keeping the 
portfolios helped her, she told me:  
One of the main reasons that I keep writing pieces throughout the year is because when I 
sit down with parents there’s so much information in those pieces that show their 
progress.  To me, writing is like one of the best documentations to indicate progress and 
for parents to really understand what we’re trying to do here. 
Similar to the anecdotal and informal notes, the writing portfolios were most helpful to 
Julie when meeting with parents during conferences.  Julie reported that she views “all of her 
students as readers and writers when they enter her classroom,” but she also made it clear that 
she feels they learn best through using a structured writing approach.  When I asked Julie to tell 
me about what writing looked like in her classroom, she explained:   
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Writing is always structured.  Writing is on a specific topic and often we write about a 
common experience.  I may even give them the starting sentence…They don't write in 
their journals.  They write on paper because then I photocopy that and then I highlight 
things they need to fix.  It's very structured and then they keep it in order in their 
portfolio…I really think structured writing is beneficial.  Just like anything else they need 
to be taught how to do.  If you give them a topic or a shared experience to write about 
you are going to get great results. 
Julie’s orientation to writing was highly structured, and while students had opportunities 
to write in their journals almost on a daily basis, she did not count those toward assessment.  
Julie felt that student writing in journals was not a priority on the progress report.  She viewed 
their journal writing as strictly creative time and felt that when students needed to write for a 
particular purpose (e.g., persuasive), that it needed to be taught in a formal manner.  Throughout 
my time spent with Julie, she communicated that many of her students (at least 6) required 
intensive instruction due to their learning needs, another group of her students spoke more than 
one language at home, and others had what she described as “behavioral needs.”   
Wednesday morning was the assigned writing day in Julie’s classroom.  The students 
participated in whole class writing lessons on a common topic within a genre.  Julie typically led 
the students in whole group brainstorming and modeled her expectations for the writing 
assignment.  The students then worked on drafts and shared aloud from time to time.  Once the 
students completed a draft, Julie collected their work and highlighted their mistakes.  The 
students then corrected their errors, and made a final, clean copy to put in their portfolio.   
A highly structured approach to writing has been described as a “curricularist orientation” 
(Lipson, Mosenthal, Daniels, & Woodside-Jiron, 2000) when teachers assign prescribed periods 
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for writing and focus on the procedural aspects of writing.  Julie’s orientation toward writing was 
a structured approached where she modeled expectations (even providing the topic sentence at 
times), assigned the topic, and allotted time where students had adequate time to prewrite, draft, 
and compose a final copy of their work; she believed this was the best approach for her students 
to keep them all on track toward the goal(s).  All students moved in unison through the writing 
process reflecting Julie’s belief that skills needed to be embedded in small amounts.  She did not 
want her students to take on too much too fast, and therefore, she carefully structured lessons that 
were the same for all students. 
 
 
Figure 12.  Beatrice’s drawing on what she learned. 
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Figure 13.  Carl’s drawing on what he learned. 
During one of my visits, the children were getting ready to write about the moon, sun, 
and earth as they had been exploring the topic in science.  Julie provided the students with non-
fiction texts to look through and she asked them to draw pictures on what they learned and 
remembered about the topic.  Beatrice and Carl’s drawings entitled, All About Stars, took shape 
as their prewriting and Julie had hoped that the students would use their drawings as a 
springboard for their writing.  Beatrice’s prewriting (see Figure 12) depicts images of people, the 
sun, earth, rocket, plants, Milky Way, and stars.  Carl (see Figure 13) also included labels and 
drew images of the Milky Way, stars, earth and the sun.  These were topics that the students had 
spent time learning about in science, so they were able to complete the task with ease.  They also 
used the non-fiction texts as resources to help when brainstorming their ideas.   
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 Interactively as a class, they also created a chart that included facts about the sun, moon 
and earth and Julie recorded the collective ideas on the SMART Board.  Julie reviewed the facts 
and also had students take turns reading them aloud.  Figure 14 includes the list of facts created 
by Julie’s class. 
Moon Sun Earth 
Half is light, half is dark. 
 
Rotates around the Earth. 
 
Rocky and has craters. 
 
It looks like it’s changing, 
but it’s the sun’s reflection. 
 
It’s grey. 
Is a star-a hot star. 
 
Gives off light and heat. 
 
Sun makes it’s own light. 
 
Never look directly at the 
sun. 
 
24 hours to spin all the way 
around. 
 
1 year to rotate around the 
sun. 
 
The earth is mostly water.  
That’s why it’s called the 
blue planet.   
 
Only planet that has 
oxygen. 
Figure  14.  Chart of facts created by class. 
Julie explained that the overall goal of the science writing task was for the students to 
create an expository piece about what they learned about the sun, moon, or earth.  It was 
important that the students include facts, but Julie was also assessing whether they included an 
opening and closing sentence.  She reminded the students, “We write in a circle.  When we end, 
we want to go back to the beginning and wrap-up.”  She modeled writing a topic sentence for the 
students and recorded a few examples on the board: 
I know a lot about _______. 
Do you know these facts about _______?   
Julie also asked students to volunteer to provide additional examples of topic sentences.  
Alice shared, “I know a lot about the moon because…” and Renee added, “Have you ever 
wondered about…?” Julie wrote both examples on the board so that they became choices for the 
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students as well.  Julie walked around the room to check-in, and encouraged students to use their 
notes, the facts on the SMART Board, and the non-fiction texts to help them write their ideas.   
As the students were beginning writing, Julie had them stop and she asked for volunteers 
to read aloud.  She explained to the children that the purpose of their reading aloud was to “learn 
from each other and share information.”  Julie wanted students to exchange ideas, learn from one 
another, and borrow ideas as needed.  It was during this time that she provided feedback and 
directed the students to areas of their writing that could be expanded.  Examples 1, 2, and 3 
highlight feedback exchanges between Julie and three of her students.   
Example 1: 
 Jenny: The Earth 
 The Earth is big and blue.  The Earth is the perfect temperature for animals. 
Julie: That’s a good start.  So you are going to tell me more about the Earth.  Jenny, at the 
end of your paper, I want some kind of wrap-up sentence.  This is what I’ve learned 
about the Earth.  This is what I know about Earth.  What do you know?  Something like 
that… 
Example 2: 
Hannah: The Earth 
 Do you know these things about Earth?  The Earth is where we live. 
Julie: That’s a good start.  Now tell me a lot more facts about it.  You know a lot about 
the Earth.  You know how many moons it has…how much water it has. 
Example 3: 
Christopher: The Sun 
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Do you know about the sun?  I know a lot about the sun?  Do you know these facts about 
the sun? 
Julie: Those are some great teasers.  Let’s add some more information that you know 
about the sun.   
 
 
Figure 15.  Jenny’s writing (pp. 1-2). 
All three students seemed to make use of the early feedback provided by Julie.  Jenny’s 
paper (see Figure 15) displayed that while she did not include direct facts from the SMART 
Board, she wrote more about the Earth being our home and how it provides food for humans and 
animals.  She also provided a closing sentence as Julie had suggested.   
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Figure 16. Hannah’s writing (pp. 1-2). 
Hannah also wrote more about the earth as Julie had suggested (see Figure 16).  She included 
specific information about the moon, as well as her personal feelings about loving Earth. 
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Figure 17. Christopher’s writing (pp. 1-3). 
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Julie’s feedback to Christopher was that while he did include questions, or opening teasers, she 
was looking for more facts (see Figure 17).  As Christopher’s paper developed, he did include 
more information, and even went beyond the facts that were posted on the SMART Board. 
Julie’s intention to provide student feedback was planned for share time.  Her feedback 
helped her students with verbal cues at the beginning of their writing on how to proceed.  Julie 
knew that her students benefited from immediate feedback particularly when writing.  She 
attempted to direct students to include more details, as well as to think about an opening and 
closing.  Julie elaborated on where she wanted her students to go and provided them with hints to 
help them take the next steps.  Through Julie’s feedback, students could consider, “Where am I 
now” and “Where to next?” (Heritage, 2010b, p. 80).   
During one of my first visits to Julie’s classroom, she communicated that she did not use 
students’ writing for formative purposes.  However, I observed that Julie was using feedback to 
move students closer to the learning target.  In other words, she used the writing samples to 
evoke information, interpret where the student was in relation to the target, and provide the 
student with feedback on how to get to them to the goal.  The students were also internalizing 
Julie’s one-on-one feedback as they worked on their writing. Julie did not describe her 
interactions with students during writing as formative assessment; however, through the use of 
meaningful feedback, she was clearly guiding students to close the gap and provided explicit 
cues on how they could improve their writing.  Julie also used a number of strategies to help her 
students during the writing process (e.g., prewriting/drawing, using informational texts as 
support, making lists as a class and brainstorming facts, sharing out ideas with the class).   
Julie and I had a chance to sit down and go over a few samples together once the students 
finished their final writing pieces.  The purpose of our discussion was for me to better understand 
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her thoughts on how her students performed on the writing task.  Julie randomly selected a few 
students she preferred to discuss during our one-on-one conversation.  When I asked Julie about 
the overall goals and what she would be looking for in terms of assessment criteria, she stated:  
The goal for this is twofold.  First, can they tell me that they learned something after we 
study this unit?  Can they articulate it and can they write it down?  That’s the first goal.  
The second goal of course is the basic structure of writing.  Will they begin with the topic 
sentence?  Will they add detail?  Will they give me a wrap up sentence?  Those are still 
our goals.  That’s what I look at.  So that’s what I was looking for and if they gave me a 
detail about their topic, then I considered that they mastered it.   
While the overall goal was to create an expository piece on what they learned about the 
sun, moon, or earth, Julie’s criteria for success when thinking about student performance 
included the content (e.g., what I learned about the sun, moon, and earth) as well as the 
organization and conventions of writing (e.g., opening sentence, details, closing sentence).  Julie 
also emphasized that she wanted her students to communicate their understandings in their own 
words, and not copy directly from the SMART Board or from informational texts (e.g., what I 
learned about the sun, moon, and earth in my own words).  Rather than copying, she expected 
her students to write down what they learned and remembered.  She elaborated further:  
I look at it and see if it’s coming from their head and not copying.  A lot of students think, 
you just open a book and copy it.  Some of them, developmentally, are still not 
understanding that writing is another form of communicating your personal thoughts.  
We brainstormed and several students just copied the brainstorm list.  If in fact they just 
copied, then I wasn’t really able to assess them on what I wanted to assess them on.   
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Figure 18. Beatrice’s writing about the Earth (pp. 1-2).   
Julie selected Beatrice’s paper (see Figure 18) and openly described her as a “very typical 
first grader.”  When I asked Julie if she thought Beatrice met the learning goals, she told me: 
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I would say that she met the goal.  She did use two facts from the brainstorm list.  I also 
think she met the writing goal because she started with the topic sentence and then she 
did wrap it up.  I think it’s probably a very good average first grade piece for this time of 
year.  I would not go back.  She’s done.  She’s good.  She met both of those goals.   
Julie took notice of whether Beatrice included the topic, facts, and a closing sentence in 
her decision of whether she met the criteria for success.  Since Beatrice met the learning targets, 
Julie stated that she would place all of her drafts and final piece into her portfolio.  Based on 
Beatrice’s performance, Julie would not need to respond or adjust instruction.  She expressed 
that she had plans to show her work to Beatrice’s parents during parent-teacher conferences.   
 
Figure 19.  Carl’s writing about the Earth (p. 1). 
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Figure 19. (continued)  Carl’s writing about the Earth (p. 2). 
When looking over Carl’s paper (see Figure 19), Julie stated in a matter-of-fact like 
manner, “He is struggling.  He has a dual language issue.”  Julie discussed with me her thoughts 
about Carl’s writing: 
Carl has a lot of issues.  I do feel though when he writes, it is coming from him.  So he’s 
at least not copying.  So that’s good, but because he has so many spelling and letter sound 
association problems, it’s really hard for me.  I don’t want to hand his paper back and 
have it be all yellow…He wanted to start with the question.  That’s just great, even 
though it really isn’t a question…He wanted to get reflection in there, so that’s another 
indication to me that he really is a thinker.  With Carl…I don’t have to get him excited 
about learning, and I don’t have to get him excited about doing it in a fun way.  A lot of 
these kids I do.  I also want to give him the message that I love how he uses reflection.  
When I meet with him one on one, I try to always remember to encourage his 
creativity…Did he meet the goal?  I think he did because he’s really giving me a lot of 
information that he remembers.  Now some of it he could have got from the board, but if 
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he were copying it from the board, he wouldn’t have spelled ‘look’ that way.  So this is 
remembering.   
Julie highlighted Carl’s strengths by saying that he writes from within, and that he is both 
reflective and creative.  She stated that he met the learning goal because he did not copy and he 
wrote what he remembered.  Julie also expressed concern in relation to his English language 
development.  Carl’s father’s preference is for Carl to speak Chinese at home, and learn English 
at school, but Julie was not supportive of those goals and she explained why: 
Let’s make sure he excels in that language and then you can go back and teach Chinese.  
You really need to master one language.  That is just critical before they go to third grade.  
Of course statistics will show they are just not going to be a successful reader. 
Julie’s articulated beliefs of Carl as an English learner reflects deficit thinking and her 
views also impact her expectations of him in writing.  Her comments focused heavily on the 
mechanics of his writing when talking about his performance.  Julie stated that her goal for him 
is to focus on “basic skills…and getting him to the point that someone else can read it and know 
what he’s writing.”  Julie did not take into account the full breadth of his knowledge in literacy 
as a bilingual learner, or the importance of the funds of knowledge he brings to the classroom 
(Moll, Amanti, Neff, and Gonzalez, 1992).  Despite her concerns, Julie said that Carl had met the 
learning goal of writing an expository piece and that she would not make any adjustments.   
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Figure 20.  Christopher’s writing (pp. 1-3). 
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 Christopher’s paper (see Figure 20) was another example Julie selected to look at during 
our discussion.  While reading his paper, she told me: 
He is definitely one of my higher readers…He’s crazy about the question marks, using 
them inappropriately and even the period.  He is going way too fast…it’s a problem.  He 
clearly is listening.  It indicates to me that he clearly has been listening because this is not 
even stuff that we reviewed.  ‘Some people think the sun is close but it’s not its far away.  
You’ll be 90 by now.’ Okay so that means when you get to it you will be 90 years old.  
Which is really great that he’s taken that in even though he wasn’t quite able to articulate 
that.  He did articulate it that it is a star and not a planet, and it’s a very hot star.  So has 
he met the goal?  Well yes, he’s met the science goal but no, he really hasn’t met the 
writing goal yet.  Well I guess so.  I would like to see him slow down and try to fix some 
of his own things.  So I guess yes, okay he’s probably met the writing goal for this time 
of the year, but by the end of the year I would like to see him looking and a little more 
self-critique. 
Julie was initially torn with Christopher’s writing piece because she felt he had met the 
goal for science, but not for writing.  Julie’s concern with his writing was that Christopher moves 
too fast and does not pay attention to his own errors.  She highlighted his listening skills as a 
strength, but addressed future areas of improvement such as slowing down, and self-editing his 
work.  In the end, Julie came to the conclusion that he had met both goals right now, but she 
would like him to look over his writing more closely as the year progresses.  Julie planned to 
monitor Christopher’s writing over the next few months.   
After the expository writing, Julie moved the students into persuasive writing where the 
goal was to convince the principal that they should be able to pick up snow when playing outside.  
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Julie first had the students create a list of reasons why they should be able to pick up snow.  Her 
goal was that the students would incorporate some of those reasons into their draft.   
 
 
Figure 21.  Beatrice’s persuasive writing (prewriting p. 1, draft p. 2). 
 
 144 
 
 
Figure 21. (continued) Beatrice’s persuasive writing (draft pp. 3-4). 
Julie once again selected Beatrice’s writing entitled, Picking Up Snow (see Figure 21).  
She expressed her thoughts on Beatrice’s text: 
The nice thing is she is backing up her topic sentence.  So it is fun, it’s fun, and here’s 
what’s fun about it, and here’s all the things you can make snowman, gate, house, 
snowballs, forts.  So she did get into it.  She also got very much into a pattern, which you 
usually see at the beginning of first grade.  Beginning for first graders is, I like, I like, I 
like and you can, you can, you can.  So she kind of backtracked a little bit, but that’s okay, 
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because it tells me that she was writing from the heart.  So she was meeting the 
assignment in the sense that she was doing her own thing.  These are her own thoughts.  
So I do like that…She did well.  We just need to break that pattern.  On her second 
persuasive piece, I would pull this out and I would encourage her to try get away from 
patterning and be a little bit more persuasive.  How can you pull in your reader?   
Julie reflected that Beatrice did well with her writing overall and based on her 
interpretation she would not make any adjustment.  She took notice that Beatrice’s writing was 
authentic.  She would like to see Beatrice move away from the patterning at the beginning of her 
sentence and become more convincing with her reasons.  In an effort to help Beatrice move away 
from patterning, Julie commented that she would take this piece out during the next genre 
writing activity and show it to Beatrice to help emphasize her feedback.   
 
Figure 22.  Christopher’s persuasive writing (prewriting p. 1). 
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Figure 22. (continued).  Christopher’s persuasive writing (draft pp. 2-3). 
Julie chose Christopher’s writing to discuss next (see Figure 22).  When I asked her to 
describe how she feels he did, she told me: 
I think he did a nice job.  He opened with the topic sentence.  He stated his belief.  His 
wrap up sentence is very good.  Clearly his problem is just with the mechanics.  He’s got 
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one huge run on sentence.  He hasn’t thought about stopping to breathe, but I think as far 
as meeting the assignment I would say that he met it.  He’s used some good words too 
that make it more convincing.  Upset is a good word.  He could grow with it a little bit 
more. 
Julie stated that Christopher had met the goal of the assignment.  She pointed out his need 
to work on the mechanics of his writing, but this was not something she was planning to work on 
immediately.  While she would hope he could slow down a bit, she was pleased with his use of a 
topic and closing sentence, and word choice.   
 
 
Figure 23.  Hannah’s persuasive writing (prewriting p. 1, draft p. 2). 
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Figure 23. (continued).  Hannah’s persuasive writing (draft p. 3, final piece p. 4). 
Julie selected Hannah’s writing (see Figure 23) next and described how she struggled 
with the assignment from the very beginning.  Julie explained Hannah’s writing difficulty in 
relation to working from a list: 
You can see she completely redid the list.  She didn’t understand why we would make a 
list at all.  Then after that, she wrote her first draft and kept it as a list.  So this is her third 
attempt and this is still a list with numbers.  So she went back yet again, so this is her 
fourth attempt.  She still really did not succeed on the assignment.  I think she wants, We 
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Can Pick Up Snow, as her title.  I think her opening sentence is, ‘I think we can pick up 
snow because it’s fun.’  After all that work on the list, she doesn’t incorporate a lot of it 
in her paper.  She never mentions snowman, which she had there.  She did mention it’s 
fun.  She did say she liked it…she did have an opening and an ending sentence, but the 
details were not there at all.  So she’s still really struggling with when you do a 
brainstorming list, what you should do with that, and how you use that in your writing.  
So that was good for me to see because she’s a high student. 
Despite the multiple attempts at the writing assignment, Hannah did not meet the larger 
goal according to Julie, and she experienced difficulty from the outset.  The process of moving 
from a list to a draft was not something she had experience in.  Julie described that her main 
concern was that Hannah had spent so much time writing drafts, rather than working on moving 
those ideas in a draft was a concept that needed to be revisited because many of her students did 
not master the goal.  Julie’s philosophy was, “If 80% of the students make the goal, then I move 
on.  If they don’t, then I go back.”  Therefore, she was not going to make immediate changes 
based on Hannah’s performance, but specified that she had plans to re-teach the concept within 
the next week or two since so many students encountered difficulty.   
Julie felt strongly that if the students she considered her “high” readers and writers had 
difficulty, then there was something that went wrong with her teaching.  She elaborated by 
telling me: 
If my high students are having trouble with it, then that means that I failed in teaching 
that lesson.  We need to really go back and they need to learn what’s a list.  I do this 
whole thing about how you preplan before you write.  In the beginning of the year 
drawing is the way we preplan.  We draw a picture and that helps us with detail because 
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we look at that picture.  So I wanted to make the hop to a list and I really tried two things 
at once.  I shouldn’t have. 
Along with the 80% threshold, If Julie’s “high” readers and writers had difficulty with a 
particular literacy skill or strategy, then her response was that she needed to reteach.  Overall, 
Julie expressed that she was pleased with students’ writing, but took notice of areas that could 
use improvement.  Julie recognized that a contributing factor to her students’ difficulties might 
have been that writing from a list was a brand new concept.  While Julie modeled brainstorming 
and provided her students with examples of topic and closing sentences during lessons, she did 
not engage them in interactive writing where they could observe how ideas from a list move into 
a draft.   
When I asked Julie if she would teach brainstorming into drafting the same way for her 
next lesson, she replied: 
I think so because for all of the pieces they’re going to have to go back to a list.  So we’re 
going to have to practice, practice, and practice writing from a list.  Then I’m going to 
add the additional layer of a persuasive piece. 
Even though a large number of her students encountered trouble with the list method for 
prewriting, Julie maintained that she would re-teach it in the same way.  I was able to observe the 
brief, follow-up lesson where Julie had the students brainstorm another list to begin a new 
persuasive writing piece.  Julie engaged the students in an interactive brainstorming activity 
where they created a shared list of reasons to convince the principal to allow outdoor recess.  The 
following ideas were generated with the students: 
• It’s not fair.  We want to have fun. 
• We can make new friends. 
• We can get fresh air. 
• We can get lots of exercise. 
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• Exercise gives us energy. 
• Recess makes us happy. 
• At recess, we get our craziness out. 
 
Julie directed the students’ attention to the sentence, “Exercise gives us energy.”  She 
asked the students, “Which sentence is that a detail of?” Her intent was to prompt the students to 
“give details and information that makes it stronger.”  Julie wanted her students to explain and 
tell why.  She informed her students, “I am going to look at your papers to see whether you told 
me why.”  In the follow-up lesson, Julie embedded the list-to-draft method again, as well as 
making sure students explained why in their writing.   
The brainstorming process was very much the same as the last persuasive writing task 
(Picking Up Snow).  The students copied ideas from the shared list onto their paper and worked 
on trying to develop a topic sentence.  As the students worked independently, Julie stopped them 
and asked a few volunteers to read aloud.  She also walked around the room and provided 
individualized feedback outside of the large group such as, “Tell me more about how you get 
exercise” or “Can you tell me something you learn at recess?” Julie’s feedback was an effort to 
help her students expand on their ideas and add additional details.   
Julie reflected on her previous persuasive writing lesson and stated, “I felt it was a 
problem, I felt they struggled with it.”  She also noted that the topic may not have been of 
interest to them and told me, “You’ve really got to pick a topic that they feel strongly about first.”  
While they were still writing about the same, shared topic, Julie felt that her students were 
passionate about playing outside during recess and expressed that they were “more engaged with 
this topic.”  While I did not observe any significant changes in the teaching of prewriting or 
drafting in the follow-up lesson, the students did have another opportunity to practice writing 
from a list.  Julie recognized that the gap for her students was moving from the list of ideas into a 
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written draft.  From observing the two lessons, Julie used a teach, practice, assess, and then 
reteach instructional approach (Heritage & Chang, 2012).  Scaffolding the instruction, or using a 
different approach where students could watch an idea transfer from the brainstorm list into the 
draft might have helped students visualize how the prewriting to drafting process unfolds.   
Self-assessment.  Julie’s students did have opportunities to look at their writing 
portfolios and self-assess from time to time.  She referred to these experiences as spot-checks.  
Julie had students fill out a slip of paper that read, “This is my best work because__________.”  
The students were given a chance to look through their writing and select pieces that represented 
their best work.  The experience of looking through their portfolios allowed the students to select 
their best writing based on their own individual criteria.  Julie engaged the students in a writing 
experience at the end of the year where they each looked through their writing portfolio, selected 
their best piece, and sat in the author’s chair to share how they have grown as a writer. 
 Julie also explained that the self-assessment of writing portfolios was in place to have 
the students self-select writing to showcase at parent-teacher conferences.  While self-assessment 
is a component of formative assessment, Julie did not report using students’ self-assessment of 
their writing for formative purposes.  The students were not asked to evaluate their writing based 
on a particular learning goal or performance criteria; however, they did have opportunities to 
look at their writing, select their best piece, and explain why they felt it was their best writing. 
When looking through their portfolios, Julie’s students were reflecting and monitoring their 
growth as writers. While it did not function as formative assessment, the students’ self-
assessment of writing could have provided Julie with feedback to help guide her writing 
instruction.  
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Reading with partners.  I took notice of the students in Julie’s classroom reading aloud 
to one another during my observations.  Julie gave the partners small, decodable texts and asked 
students to sit “elbow to elbow and knee to knee.”  Sometimes Julie would give reading partners 
a set of comprehension questions to ask one another at the end of the story.  During one exercise, 
Julie printed out a short text on a piece of paper.  She placed the students into pairs and set the 
timer for sixty seconds.  She explained to the children that they would be practicing reading and 
that “timed reading can be tricky.”  Partner one read first and partner two placed a mark through 
any word not read correctly.  The students also underlined the last word their partner read aloud.  
On the following day, the students engaged in the same timed reading activity using the same 
text.  Julie stated that the goal is that “they get to see improvement.”  During the reading 
activities, the children often provided short and simple feedback to one another on their answers 
or progress such as, “You are right.  Samantha is the main character” or, “You read six more 
words than yesterday.”   
Partner reading and fluency tasks were a component to Julie’s classroom instruction.  
Before the students began, Julie reminded her students to be active listeners and ask the 
comprehension questions only when their partner was finished reading.  During the partner 
reading process, Julie walked around the room and observed while listening to the children’s 
reading and responses to questions.  Students took on the role of teacher by marking words read, 
and they also asked comprehension questions and provided feedback to one another.  Julie 
expressed to me that she did not feel that the peer reading experiences were a form of peer 
assessment.  In fact, she explained to me that her students were not ready for peer assessment by 
stating, “First grade is not often ready developmentally for peer assessment.  Probably the only 
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peer assessment we do is during author’s chair where then the students give feedback that is 
positive.  And even that we have to practice.”   
She explained that they would most likely get a little bit more into peer assessment in 
second grade.  She envisions that it will look similar to how she currently edits student work:  
You know how I take their writing piece and photocopy it and highlight it?  Okay, so I’ll 
take their writing piece and photocopy it and give it to a buddy…but again we have to 
practice it.  It has to be positive, and they have to understand how to take constructive 
criticism. 
While Julie did not consider partner-reading activities to be a form of peer assessment, 
the students worked collaboratively, were active in the process, and acted as “instructional 
resources to one another” (Black & Wiliam, 2009, p. 9).  The feedback students provided could 
have been used by Julie to gather information on their students’ thinking as well as evidence 
about how well they understood the target and success criteria.  Rather than partner reading 
functioning as formative assessment in Julie’s class, she expressed that she used her observation 
notes to monitor students’ fluency and confirm guided reading group placements.   
Reading “practice” books.  The students in Julie’s class worked in their reading practice 
books each morning before beginning the whole group phonemic awareness lesson.  The reading 
practice books consisted of workbook pages that corresponded to the basal reader story they 
were reading that week.  Students worked independently on skills such as phonics, 
comprehension, text features, fluency and vocabulary.  Students were typically asked to 
complete one or two pages during the first part of their morning.  To Julie, this was an important 
part of her morning routine because as students completed each page, she immediately checked 
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their work and provided spontaneous feedback.  She described the information that she gathered 
from looking over their reading practice books: 
It tells me right away whether they have got it or not.  They are giving me immediate 
feedback that maybe they didn’t quite get that skill…or the directions…or it was too 
complex for what they wanted to get at.  I use my old sticky note method again.  They 
can look at that sticky note and know they need to go back, and if they don’t get it, then I 
know that I need to pull them.  So it is immediate, ongoing assessment.  It really is.   
If a student missed a question in their practice book, Julie would place a sticky note on 
that page as a signal to the student to go back and fix their work.  Sometimes it was a matter of 
not understanding the directions, while other times students needed more scaffolding and 
explaining.  She would often go through the questions with students and conduct micro mini-
lessons to help them understand the concept.  For example, if Julie felt that a student was not 
providing enough information in their response to a comprehension question, she would have 
them take out their reading book, and together they would re-read as an effort to elicit more 
information.  Therefore, the practice books were an immediate source of feedback as Julie 
interpreted students’ performance and made adjustments to help clarify difficult areas for 
students.  Julie also kept the sticky notes in her assessment binder and she explained that she 
used that data to help her complete the quarterly progress reports, or when conferencing with 
parents.  The reading practice books essentially took on both formative (feedback to help 
students close the gap) and summative (report data) functions.   
Summary 
Julie expressed that the current emphasis “is very much on data and numbers” and that as 
teachers, if we only look at the numbers, “we miss a huge piece on how the student got 
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there…and their thought process.”  While Julie’s orientation toward curricular choices and 
instruction were more structured, she clearly saw beyond the pressures to have numbers and she 
purposefully used multiple forms of informal assessments to gather information on her students’ 
performance.  Like many teachers, Julie used a variety of assessments with her students during 
literacy instruction and they varied in functions.  During an interview, she described formative 
assessment as a “screening tool that is best when given one-on-one, but also as an assessment 
that is used toward guiding her instruction, and reteaching when needed.”  She also worked with 
students one-on-one (e.g., listening to students read, practice books) and used the data to guide 
her instruction by planning reading groups or mapping future instruction (reteaching).  Julie 
understood that assessment should help “map a good learning route to the intended learning 
goal” (Roskos & Neuman, 2012, p. 538) and viewed formative assessment as a diagnostic tool to 
help pinpoint students’ needs early and plan her course of action. 
While Julie recognized that assessment is to improve student learning, she also 
understood its use for accountability purposes.  Julie was highly aware of the assessment changes 
in relation to future teacher evaluations.  While she had intended that certain classroom activities 
function as formative assessment (e.g., observing, listening to students read), the data she 
collected were sometimes placed directly into her assessment binder.  I describe those practices 
as taking shape as more of monitoring, versus advancing learning (DuFour et al., 2010).  Julie 
also responded to students’ assessment data by leveling the students for guided reading groups, 
reteaching concepts, and sometimes she moved forward and simply used the data to complete the 
progress reports or conference with parents. Those actions aligned with a more summative stance 
in that they were not used to make immediate adjustments and the actions also did not guide 
students on specifically where to go next (Black & Wiliam, 1998).   
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Many of the elements of formative assessment were not new to Julie and I observed her 
use components of formative assessment during literacy instruction.  Julie’s uptake of the current 
initiative’s goals focused primarily on integrating the learning targets into her literacy instruction.  
While not explicitly stating the criteria for success with her first graders, Julie did bring in and 
discuss the learning targets with students.  Stiggins and Chappuis (2005) contend, “Teacher and 
students cannot partner effectively without a shared vision of the enterprise.  And the 
effectiveness of subsequent student involvement in the assessment process depends on their 
knowing what the achievement expectations are” (p. 15).  Julie had a clear vision of where she 
wanted her students to be, but the focus on student involvement in learning goals and criteria is 
an area that needs further development to ensure that the assessment process is not just a teacher 
led event.   
During our one-on-one discussions about students’ writing, Julie reflected on students’ 
current status in relation to the learning target and began to think about where her students were 
in relation to the learning target and where they could go next.  She elicited evidence of learning 
through gathering observation data, listening to students read, and through having students 
complete graphic organizers.  While not directly linked to classroom instruction, students in 
Julie’s classroom were also engaging in peer feedback as well as self-assessment on their own 
progress.  Julie also used teacher-student feedback to help guide her students while they worked 
on writing and when they completed assignments in their reading practice books.  It was during 
those moments with students that I observed the process of formative assessment unfold; 
however, Julie did not describe those moments as functioning as formative assessment in her 
classroom.   
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When I met with Julie to conduct member checks, she became aware of moments of 
formative assessment use through my descriptions of observation data and transcripts of 
interactions.  Our one-on-one discussions about my observations opened a space for Julie to 
reflect on her assessment practices (e.g., feedback) and students’ performance (e.g., writing 
samples) during literacy.  The interactive dialogue helped Julie develop an awareness of the 
many ways that she was involving students in the assessment process during literacy instruction.   
During the study, it became clear that maintaining “concrete evidence of performance” 
(Bliem & Davinroy, 1997, p. 31) weighed heavily on Julie’s mind.  The district’s push toward 
requiring physical documentation for the progress report shifted away from formative assessment 
as an ongoing process or joint activity between teacher and student.  Not all assessment needs to 
be tangible.  Heritage and Heritage (2013) refer in their article title, teacher questioning is the 
“epicenter of instruction and assessment” (p. 176).  Julie explained that in order to document 
student performance, she had to have something written (physical documentation).  Therefore, 
the spontaneous and interactive moments of teacher-student feedback were not always counted 
as assessment. 
Julie’s story is one case that highlights the broader issues regarding the need to focus on 
the assessment literacy of classroom teachers, even for veteran teachers.  Julie had a difficult 
time trying to develop assessments for literacy and she stated that she had difficulty interpreting 
the standards for language arts.  When I asked her about her experiences with interpreting the 
standards, she stated: 
Some of them are too vague.  Let’s take for example listening and speaking… those are 
really difficult to measure in order to have a measurable assessment.  Those are 
something you can get from annotated notes.  I think to myself, ‘I've got to come up with 
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an assessment on that?’ I look at that piece and I go, ‘Okay, well I will probably do some 
cooperative activity and I will probably have my clipboard’…I mean one of them was 
‘collaborates collectively with peers and adults.’ What does that mean?  It was too vague, 
difficult to measure, and difficult to assess.   
In relation to the Common Core State Standards, Julie expressed that “many were not 
easily measurable or quantifiable.”  She explained that trying to create assessments had not been 
an easy task for her and that “Unless it’s tested, we just don’t know.  Developing a good 
assessment is very tricky.  You almost don't find out what the problems are until you use it.”  
Julie described the standards as vague and while she did her best to create assessments, she was 
not always clear on what they meant, or how to go about developing a measure.  As Heritage 
(2008) stated, “many state standards do not necessarily even provide a clear picture of what 
learning is expected.” (p. 2).  This also raises the discussion that teachers need to be aware of 
different ways to gather evidence of student learning, while also understanding that the quality of 
the assessment matters.  The purpose of formative assessment is to further students’ learning; 
therefore, “its validity hinges on how effectively learning takes place in subsequent instruction” 
(Heritage, 2007, p. 143).  Julie’s response highlights the notion that when creating assessments, 
teachers need to be aware of whether tests are accurately measuring their intended purposes and 
supporting their interpretations.    
Sherman Elementary is also a school that serves a high number of English learners, and 
each year, Julie teaches children who speak more than one language at home.  Julie’s 
misconceptions on English learners became evident in her comments about Carl needing to 
master English before learning and speaking his home language (Chinese).  While she stated that 
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Carl was reflective in his writing, she also expressed wanting to help him with the “basics” and 
her statements about his writing focused heavily on mechanics.   
A similar finding was found when Escamilla (2006) investigated elementary teachers’ 
perceptions of fourth and fifth grade students’ writing.  Escamilla concluded that a large number 
of the teachers in the study noted how poorly the children wrote in Spanish and English; their 
comments were given using deficit terms, heavily focused on conventions and mechanics rather 
than on content and voice, and simply ignored the strengths of students’ writing.  This finding is 
a stark reminder that teachers need to be assessment literate for all students and understand that 
tests are cultural artifacts and “what counts as knowledge, methods of teaching, and means of 
evaluating students’ learning are all culturally defined” (Rothstein-Fisch et al., 2003, p. 124).  To 
ensure equitable assessment, it is essential that teachers, such as Julie, have authentic 
opportunities to interpret data and confront their own assumptions.   
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Chapter 6 
Case Two: Grace 
In this chapter, I describe how my second focal participant, Grace, enacted various 
assessment practices during her literacy instruction.  Through conducting interviews and 
observations, I highlight her thoughts about assessing her students’ learning and discuss in what 
ways, she uses the data she collects.  Grace’s uptake of the professional development initiative 
and what she brought into the context of her literacy instruction are also presented. 
Grace’s Classroom, Materials and Structure 
When I entered Grace’s third grade classroom, I immediately noticed that the children sat 
at tables rather than desks.  I observed 16 students (8 students leave to receive language arts 
instruction in Spanish) working on various assignments and I took notice of the frequent 
movement and heavy student traffic throughout the room.  In the front of the classroom there 
was a large carpet area surrounded by books and a SMART Board.  Signs were posted around 
the classroom and included: What Good Readers Do, Reading Strategies, Read to Self, Dive 
Deeply, and Pick Someplace Comfortable.   
Grace’s schedule for her students was flexible and it seemed to change on each of my 
visits.  Each afternoon, she typically held a meeting at the carpet and reviewed the choices for 
activities during the literacy block.  An example of a daily schedule included: 
• Literature Group 
• TIME for Kids/National Geographic 
• Handwriting 
• Writing 
• Read to Self 
 
Grace explained that the “district has some suggestions and some encouragements,” in 
terms of curricular materials, but as long as she worked from the Common Core State Standards, 
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she can “figure out how she wants to get there.”  Grace provided leveled readers in book boxes 
for her students, but stated that she did not rely on the basal reading program, and preferred to 
bring in a broader array of texts with her third graders.  Grace elaborated on her feelings about 
the basal series: 
I tip my hat to using a textbook several times a year.  However, I prefer to use what I feel 
are more powerful tools than the textbook.  I think the textbook is very limited.  The 
stories are not written at a third grade level.  There are supplemental, leveled readers that 
we can use in addition to them that are at the third grade level, but I’ve never been able to 
make those work particularly well.  When I went through my teacher training, we didn’t 
use textbooks, so I don’t feel that I personally use them particularly well.   
As I observed in Grace’s room, I watched children self select texts and have opportunities 
to read Caldecott Award books, Greek mythology, multicultural literature and nonfiction texts.  
Grace shared that she “supplements heavily with nonfiction” and has her students read from 
National Geographic Kids and TIME for Kids since there has been a push for more nonfiction 
reading.  Grace pulled from a wide variety of reading material when teaching her reading lessons.   
Grace used a Backward Design (Wiggins & McTighe’s, 2005) model to help her plan, 
and as she moved through the process she selected the best materials for particular lessons.  
During one of my interviews, Grace expressed some of her thoughts about her planning process 
with me:  
I tend to look at what my outcomes are supposed to be and then backwards map what I 
need to do to achieve those…I do that through my literature groups, and I do that through 
the lessons that I choose to teach…through designing the assessments and figuring out 
what we’re going to do to meet those needs.   
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Grace also used the Daily 5 (Boushey & Moser, 2009) structure during her literacy 
instruction, but she implemented it in a modified form.  Rather than the traditional five structures 
(e.g., Read to self, Read to someone, Word work, Work on writing, Listen to reading), she 
enacted what she called the Daily 3, and the students were given opportunities to read to self, 
complete word work, or work on writing.  Grace did not feel that her third graders needed to be 
reading to someone or listening to reading, so those were not choices within her structure.  While 
it took a lot of training for her students, Grace was pleased with the structure during literacy, and 
she felt that students were learning how to self-regulate their time.  She informed me that “They 
are going to know what to expect from the structured work time…It can look unstructured, but 
it’s not.”  During this time, students worked on various activities and Grace tried to meet with at 
least one (sometimes two) guided reading groups at the back table.   
In terms of writing instruction, Grace reported that she had access to writing materials 
and had received training over ten years ago on the Write Traits (Spandel & Hicks, 2010) 
program.  When I asked her about that experience, she explained:  
They sent us to workshops…they would have a workshop on voice…they would have 
several picture books as mentor texts and make sure that you took them back to your 
school…and we have them in our library in our professional section.  There is a Write 
Trait section that has picture books and mentor texts that can be used for voice, so not 
only do you have the lesson idea, here’s your text in the library that was provided by the 
district. 
Grace valued the writing materials that were provided to her and the training she had 
received.  She described that teaching and pulling materials for reading is complex, where as 
with Write Traits, “it’s broken down so that I can help a kid on specific things.”  Her approach in 
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teaching literacy has been to embed reading and writing through the teaching of genres.  Grace 
explained that when building her curriculum over the years she looked at the genres the students 
needed to know and understand.  She then spent time choosing her read-aloud and mentor texts, 
picking different books for each literature group, and then zeroing in on the Write Traits lesson.   
 Grace realized that not every teacher in her building used the same curricular materials or 
approaches during literacy instruction and stated: 
One of the beauties and challenges of Sherman is that we’re so independent that we can 
teach to our strengths, but then you can also get married into a rut…most don’t, but a few 
do.  A few will do stuff because it’s easy rather than because it’s good.  But I would say 
most teachers here at Sherman really work hard for their kids. 
While Grace reported that the district has invested money in professional development 
and packaged programs such as Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark Assessment System (Fountas & 
Pinnell, 2012) and Scholastic (Scholastic Inc., 2013), she appreciated having choice in deciding 
how to get her students to meet the required learning targets.  During an interview, Grace told me, 
“I like curriculum development.  I do like hashing through what we need to teach and then 
figuring out good ways to do that…It’s a lot of time and it’s really messy, but I like it.”  Grace 
acknowledged that it has not always been that way and that she has grown in terms of planning 
and curriculum knowledge.   
Grace reflected on a time when she was provided with a mentor to help her with planning 
and literacy instruction: 
Back in the day…I had parents going to the principal complaining about me and what an 
awful teacher I was…and what a bad job I was doing.  So the principal assigned me a 
mentor and we started on language arts…it did help me with the organization and the 
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structure of figuring out how I wanted to do language arts.  Because of that, I think my 
language arts’ expectations, experiences, and what I’m bringing to the table is rich, 
complex and deep.  
Over the years, Grace developed more expertise and confidence in curriculum planning.  
She credits her development and confidence through receiving mentorship and participating in 
professional development.  Grace explained that learning with other teachers was a practice she 
valued.   
Enacted Classroom Practices 
 This section describes the assessment practices that were enacted during my time in 
Grace’s classroom.  I highlight the district-wide assessments Grace was often required to 
implement in her third grade classroom.  I also describe some of Grace’s classroom-based 
assessment practices such as having the students engage in self-assessment and writing in lo-tech 
blogs. 
 Discovery education assessment.  During the fall, winter, and spring, Grace took her 
students to the computer lab to take the Discovery Education Assessment (Discovery Education, 
2013) in reading, language arts and mathematics.  She explained that the Discovery Education 
Assessment started a few years back and that all third through fifth graders at Sherman 
Elementary (and across the district) were required to take the assessment.  Discovery Education 
Assessment (formerly known as ThinkLink) is a series of benchmark assessments (offered in 
reading, language arts, mathematics, science and social studies) with criterion-referenced items 
that are specifically aligned to the state standards.  In essence, they mirror each state’s yearly, 
standardized assessment, and are a predictive measure of students’ achievement and proficiency 
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in each subject.  The Discovery Education Assessment is often used with Response to 
Intervention to screen, monitor and target interventions (Discovery Education, 2013).   
The goal of the Discovery Education Assessment is to monitor student learning and 
“drive student achievement” (Discovery Education, 2013).  Detailed reports are made available 
to administrators and teachers on individual students’ progress, a specific class, or grade within a 
district.  The intention is for teachers to read the reports on their students’ performance and pay 
particular attention to proficiency, content mastery, and item difficulty (Discovery Education, 
2013).  Teachers should also use the information gathered from the data report to guide and 
target individualized instruction if needed.  While Grace had not received any formal training in 
the Discovery Education Assessment, she stated that she was aware that it was “intended to 
predict how her students would perform on the state assessment.”   
We sat down at Grace’s computer one afternoon and she showed me how she navigated 
through the reports and tried to make sense of the information.  The Discovery Education 
Assessment produces a multitude of reports for teachers and administrators, but Grace focused 
on the specific reports related to individual student reports, answer reports, and the comparative 
growth report.  Figure 24 is an example of a student skill report.  Grace was able to gather 
information on an individual child’s performance and proficiency in areas such as literature or 
writing.  The report illustrates a student’s current test performance by skill as well as score 
prediction on the statewide standardized test (right column).   
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Figure 24. Sample individual student performance.  Discovery Education Assessment Sample 
Reports: Illinois (2013). Taken from the Discovery Education Assessment page,  
http://www.discoveryeducation.com/administrators/assessment/interim-
assessments/index.cfm?campaign=flyout_admin_asmt_pb.  
 
Figure 25.  Sample answer report.  Discovery Education Sample Reports: Illinois (2013). Taken 
from the Discovery Education Assessment page,  
http://www.discoveryeducation.com/administrators/assessment/interim-
assessments/index.cfm?campaign=flyout_admin_asmt_pb. 
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Grace also examined the report that specified the individual answers students chose on 
the reading/language arts section (See Figure 25).  This report was helpful to Grace in 
understanding % correct overall in students’ performance, but also for pinpointing specific 
questions that students experienced trouble with during the assessment.  If she noticed that a 
large number of students missed a particular question, Grace explained that it was a red flag for 
her and she made a mental note that she needed to revisit the skill.   
 
               
Figure 26.  Sample comparative growth and score report.  Discovery Education Sample Reports: 
Illinois (2013). Taken from the Discovery Education Assessment page,  
http://www.discoveryeducation.com/administrators/assessment/interim-
assessments/index.cfm?campaign=flyout_admin_asmt_pb.  
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Regarding the assessment reports, Grace explained, “The comparative growth and score 
report (See Figure 26) is the one we kind of really want to see.”  She stated that this is the one 
that compares students across the school and district.  She explained how she understood the 
information: 
So if we look…this is the district’s line.  So we want everybody above it.  If they’re 
above it, that’s good.  If they are below it, it’s not so good.  So as long as they’re within 
these dotted lines you’re okay.  So when you have a kid that’s down here, then you’d 
worry.  Now, if they’re in the red that’s your way below expectations.  If they’re in here, 
they’re watch list.  If they’re here, they’re fine.  If they’re here, they’re really good. 
Grace explained that the color blue stood for “exceeds,” green was “proficient or meets,” 
yellow was “nearing proficiency and need to watch” and red identified the students who had 
scored “beginning or not proficient.”  Her understanding was that students needed to fall within a 
specific range and those who fell outside either scored higher than expected (green), or scored 
lower (red).  Grace stated, “I need to take a look at the red in particular.”  She looked closely at 
those who declined in their progress and explained: 
This is a child who started out in ‘exceeds’ but ended up in ‘meets.’ So he’s one that I 
kind of want to keep an eye on.  I may not make things quite explicit enough for him if I 
think back on who he is and how he learns. 
Grace discussed that observing the growth performance was helpful in comparing how 
students performed over time (e.g. test one versus test two).  Grace elaborated on how the report 
was helpful to her as a teacher: 
What this helps me do is that one kid who didn’t grow like I would suspect he should.  
That puts up my red flags for him.  I’m going to need to kind of take special care to make 
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sure he really does understand what’s going on…to make sure that I’ve laid out the steps 
for him…that I’ve nurtured his ability and his interest in this.  It’s telling me that 
something I’m doing is not meeting that kid’s needs.  I need to look at what I’m doing to 
meet that kid’s needs.   
Grace felt that if her students were not performing well over time, she needed to look at 
what she was doing in terms of her teaching practices.  She was aware that her students’ 
performance would begin to matter in terms of teacher evaluation and she commented, “I think if 
they’re going to take growth as a measurement of my professional ability, most of my kids grew.”  
Grace understood that while the Discovery Education Assessment provided her quick data she 
was not entirely on board that it was a “good measure” of her students.  She understood that 
there were times when she needed to look beyond how her students performed on the assessment.  
For instance, Grace described a time when one of her students had an ill parent: 
She scored here (pointing to green area/meets) at the beginning of the school year, right 
before Christmas.  She was my kid who dropped, like, the most.  I know her mom had 
unplanned lung surgery, but they were not telling anybody in school, but I knew that 
about her. 
She also remembered a time when one of her students had anxiety: 
My poor Ben does not test well.  The first day he had to take Discovery Education he was 
in tears in front of the computer because he didn’t know it.  The look on his face…he was 
not a happy camper. 
The Discovery Education Assessment was described by Grace as a “one day snapshot” of 
her students as learners.  Despite being a snapshot of student learning, Grace explained that the 
assessment reports do help her monitor students’ growth and she described the information 
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gathered from the assessment as “concrete.”  After looking over the reports, Grace reflected on 
her teaching and thought carefully about the standards.  She used the data to reflect specifically 
on how to help her students improve on literacy skills and target areas.   
While the intention of the Discovery Education Assessment is to “guide and target 
individual instruction,” Grace acknowledged that there is a lot of data to go through, which 
became visible as I sat with her.  Due to the large amounts of data, Grace explained that she 
looked at the results more broadly, and tried to identify the literacy standards and skill areas that 
were giving her class as a whole the most difficulty.  Due to the timing of the assessment and 
lack of feedback to students, the Discovery Education Assessment functioned as an interim 
assessment for Grace.  Interim assessments have been reported to enhance student achievement 
(Shepard, 2010); however, they are not the same as formative assessments in that they are not 
embedded into daily instruction and immediate feedback is not provided to students (Valencia & 
Hebard, 2013).   
Common assessments.  With the district’s push toward common assessments, Grace 
worked with her professional learning community to develop literacy assessments.  During my 
visits, I had the opportunity to sit in with Grace on a few of her professional learning community 
meetings.  One of the assessments Grace worked on with her team focused on the elements of 
literature, more specifically, characterization.  The teachers spent time looking over the 
assessment and engaged in conversations on how to develop a consistent grading system.  Figure 
27 is an example of a third grade common assessment on characterization.   
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Figure 27.  Characterization assessment (pp. 1-2).   
During the professional learning community meeting, the third grade teachers agreed that 
they would assign numbers for the grading scale (e.g., 0-does not meet, 1-makes sense, 3-
provides distinct reasons that are accurate).  Accuracy was an important component, but they 
were also looking for quantity (e.g., Can the student name more than one personality trait? or 
Can the student describe more than one feature of the character’s appearance?)  Figure 28 is the 
characterization rubric developed by Grace and her third grade team.   
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Figure 28.  Characterization assessment rubric.   
 
Figure 29.  Model for ‘exceeds.’  
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Figure 30.  Model for ‘meets.’  
 
 
 
Figure 31.  Model for ‘progressing.’  
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Figure 32.  Model for ‘does not meet.’  
The Title 1 teacher, Annie, put together models that were to be used as exemplars when 
grading (See Figures 29-32).  Grace encountered frustration when it came time to grade her 
students’ assessments, specifically page 1.  When Grace looked at the exemplars Annie created 
for the characterization assessment she realized that the criteria also consisted of her students 
writing in complete sentences.  Grace described her thoughts about being frustrated and 
explained: 
When I was doing progress reports and I was entering the grades from that the character 
assessment that we did, I didn’t agree with our exemplars.  The exemplars for ‘meets’ 
had them in complete sentence and the exemplars for ‘progressing’ had them not in 
complete sentences.  That was the only difference between them and for me if they are 
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going to define by the character, I don’t know that complete sentences is what is critical 
for that.  So here’s the ‘meets,’ “Max is a stubborn and imaginative little boy.”  Here is 
the ‘progressing,’ just a list of words.  Does this tell what the kid knows?  Did we tell 
them it has to be in a complete sentence?  Are we assessing this on it being a complete 
sentence?  This is assessing what you understand about the character.  
 
Figure 33.  Ben’s assessment.   
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Figure 34.  Adrian’s assessment. 
Grace pulled aside Ben and Adrian’s assessments (Figures 33 & 34) and noticed that 
based on the rubric and exemplars, they would have scored about a 1 on each area (personality, 
appearance, and how characters react) because they responded in more of a list-like form.  Grace 
did not tell her students that they needed to write in complete sentences and it was not discussed 
as one of the criteria during the grade level meeting.  She was displeased with the exemplars as 
she did not view the assessment as a measure of writing.   
When I asked how she handled this situation, she told me:    
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This is not what the assessment is supposed to be…you want to test complete sentences 
fine, but frankly all of my kids gave lists.  I think I had maybe two kids do complete 
sentences.  They understand character from their answers even if they weren’t in 
complete sentences, so I went against our exemplars on my progress report because I 
didn’t agree with it.  I’m a rebel that way.  And that’s the pitfalls of learning how to make 
an assessment.   
Grace reported that she did not use the exemplars as models when assigning her students 
final grades on the assessment.  Instead, she used the rubric as a guide, but she also used her own 
judgment on each student’s performance.  Essentially, Grace abandoned the scoring criteria her 
team had worked on and relied on her own evaluation of her students’ performance.  She knew 
that the purpose was to assess students’ understanding of characterization, yet the students were 
also being graded on whether they wrote in complete sentences, and they were not informed of 
that particular criterion.  Grace’s experience with creating assessments in her professional 
learning community highlights the complexities involved in developing valid and fair 
assessments. 
This experience also highlights that while researchers assert that common assessments 
can help teachers get better acquainted with the standards and better at assessment development, 
issues (development of items and success criteria) can arise when teachers disperse work outside 
of the learning community.  For instance, Annie offered to work on creating the exemplars on 
her own time, but in the end, Grace was not in agreement with her criteria.  Grace did not meet in 
the professional learning community again before her grades were due, so her concerns about the 
criteria were not worked out with her team. 
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Grace explained that disagreements around assessments and rubrics were quite common 
at the grade level and district level meetings.  She reported more on the discussions: 
We had these battles when we had our grade-level meeting across the district too.  We 
brought in assessments that were similar to this.  If the kids didn’t write it in complete 
sentences, the teachers were marking it way off, but we never told them we were 
assessing that.  So that was one of those pieces that we had to tease out.  They need to 
know the purpose of it.  What is the point of this?  What data are we trying to get?  What 
piece of information are we trying to get from our kids and did we find a tool that’s going 
to give us that data?  Did it give us different data than we expected?  How do we refine 
the tool?  And all that kind of stuff… 
Grace discussed that often times the purpose of the assessment became skewed or unclear 
for many of the teachers, which resulted in intense discussions and different interpretations of 
students’ performance.  Some of the third grade teachers were also unsure about whether they 
would explain the criteria to their students on the common assessments, but Grace always shared 
the criteria on the rubric and exemplars with her students.  Grace’s position was supportive in 
that “the criteria for evaluating any learning achievements must be made transparent to students 
to enable them to have a clear overview both of the aims of their work and of what it means to 
complete it successfully” (Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall, & Wiliam, 2004, p. 15).  Her belief 
was that it was only fair that her students needed to know the criteria for success to perform well. 
While Grace was engaging in conversations, developing and trying out common 
assessments, and using them to record performance, discussions about how to use them to guide 
or inform instruction were not as common in her professional learning community.  At one of the 
bi weekly meetings, Annie, the team leader for third grade, spoke to Grace and the other teachers 
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and stated, “The district is pushing for formative assessment, so it’s important that we look at it.”  
Annie reinforced that the teachers needed to be focusing on, “where the students are, where they 
need to be, and how we can get them there.”  While she was encouraged to think about students’ 
current status and next steps, Grace explained that those conversations were not frequent and that 
she used the results of the common assessment to complete her quarterly progress reports.  The 
common assessment on characterization was therefore developed with the intent of being used as 
a formative assessment, but in the end it functioned as a summative assessment for Grace. 
For one of the district-wide professional development meetings that was approaching, the 
third grade teachers were required to have their students complete a common prompt on using 
textual evidence.  A few third grade teachers from the district created the prompt and rubric 
(Grace did not contribute).  The common assessment included the following prompt: Identify the 
problem and solution in the story.  Do you think this was a good solution?  Why or why not?  
Support your answer with evidence from the text.  Since the prompt was broadly written, 
teachers had the option of selecting the text to use with their class.  Grace explained that the 
teachers collectively decided that if they were planning to use the assessment at the beginning 
and end of the year then “…we can’t have something on a set text.  It has to be something that 
can be applied to a variety of texts.”  It became clear that this assessment might eventually take 
shape as a district-wide pre/post assessment in the future.   
Grace chose to read the story, Owen, (Henkes, 1993), aloud to her students.  After she 
was finished reading and briefly discussing the text, she handed each student the final scoring 
rubric and read over the components and criteria.  Grace explained that she wanted students to 
score their own papers before turning them in.  She stated, “My kids have used these on several 
occasions.  They’ve created their own” and “showing them the rubric and target helps.”  It was 
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evident that Grace did not want her students to write to the test, but she hoped that providing 
them with the criteria beforehand could help them “show their breadth of knowledge.”   
During my time in Grace’s classroom, she often discussed how her goal for her students 
was to help them self-regulate their learning.  It has been described that self-regulated learners 
monitor their learning against specific goals, apply strategies, and make adjustments to those 
strategies when needed (Heritage, 2010b; Zimmerman, 2000).  Explaining the rubric’s specific 
criteria allowed Grace’s students to monitor their progress as they completed the prompt.  Figure 
35 is the final scoring rubric for the third grade prompt.   
 
Figure 35.  Final scoring rubric.   
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Figure 36.  Adrian’s self-assessment.   
 
Figure 37.  Adrian’s response to the prompt.   
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Once the students finished the prompt, Grace and I sat down and she randomly selected a 
few pieces of her students’ work to review with me.  She pulled Adrian’s response and rubric 
(See Figures 36 & 37) and noticed that he scored his prompt as ‘progressing’ on organization.  
Grace commented that she would have preferred he went back and changed his work.  She 
elaborated, “That’s one of the pieces that I have my kids do.  If it not a ‘meets’ or ‘exceeds,’ 
change it.”  Grace felt that when students were using a rubric to monitor their work that they 
should be striving for the highest criteria.   
When looking over Adrian’s paper Grace said that she would score his prompt as 
‘progressing.’ She elaborated on her decision: 
He doesn’t state what the problem or solution was.  He just gives his opinion.  So that is 
only part of the requirement.  So I would have to say, ‘progressing’ because he doesn’t 
answer all of the questions.  He missed a really, really big one.  But he gives evidence 
from there, so maybe a ‘progressing plus,’ which we can’t give, right?  He’s got evidence 
from the text, and quotes and his interpretation of what it means.  At this moment, I 
would say ‘progressing.’  
When I asked Grace where she would go next with Adrian, she told me:  
I would say, ‘Let’s check and see what it says.  It says, identify the problem and solution 
in the story.  Ok.  let’s see.  What was the problem?  Where did you write that down?  Oh, 
well it’s not here.  How would you write that and what would that look like?’ That’s how 
I would go about that.   
Grace explained that while looking over his paper, she would use feedback and verbal 
cues to help Adrian.  First she would have read over his writing to help him see where he is 
currently at (e.g., Where the learner is right now). She would then guide him to identify that he 
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missed including the problem in the story (e.g., Where the learner needs to be).  Her cues would 
then lead Adrian to the planning the next steps so that he includes the problem (e.g., How to get 
there).  While I did not watch this interaction unfold between Grace and Adrian, it was clear she 
was thinking about and articulating the key processes to help Adrian move from where he was 
toward the desired learning goal during our one-on-one discussion. 
 
Figure 38.  Emma’s prewrite. 
 
Figure 39.  Emma’s response page 1.   
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Figure 40.  Emma’s response page 2. 
 
Figure 41.  Emma’s self-assessment.   
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When looking at Emma’s response and rubric (See Figures 38-41), Grace told me that her 
paper would be scored ‘exceeds.’ I asked Grace to tell me more about Emma’s paper and she 
said:  
She tends to write well.  Oh, she made a graphic organizer ahead of time too.  She’s the 
one who does that.  I don’t know why she highlighted the first word of each sentence.  ‘I 
begin my sentences in different ways.’  She was checking herself.  ‘I can write all my 
sentences in a variety of ways.’  She was using it too…the rubric.  Oh, so she’s doing 
each of the different solutions and then explaining how she thinks about each of them.  
See it looks like she had a question about ‘support your four or more reasons with text 
and other facts and details about the topic.’ It looks like that was the thing she didn’t 
understand.  She had an introductory sentence, but she doesn’t really have a conclusion.  
Here’s another student that works really hard to follow the rubric and expectations. 
Grace recognized that Emma planned her ideas by making a graphic organizer and tried 
very hard to follow the criteria outlined in the rubric.  She explained that Emma was a student 
who was motivated when she knew the expectations and often asked whether an assignment or 
assessment would have a rubric.  Grace elaborated on her exchanges with Emma:  
Emma was the one who during this was looking at the rubric and comes up and goes, ‘So 
what does I can use my voice consistently mean?  What exactly does that mean?’ So she 
was very clearly using her rubric…that was a piece that I thought that my students have 
more experience with than your average student.  I think that helped them be able to meet 
the performance expectations because they knew how to read a performance expectation.   
 Emma read over the rubric and was clearly monitoring her learning by approaching 
Grace for clarification.  Therefore, the rubric helped Emma develop an understanding of the trait, 
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voice.  The rubric was also useful to Emma in that she was thinking about her learning. She 
knew that she needed to include a variety of sentences, so she made a plan, and highlighted the 
different sentence starters.  Grace knew that that sharing the criteria before an assessment helped 
guide the students toward goal setting, task interpretation, and monitoring one’s progress.  When 
I asked Grace where she would go next with Emma, she said: 
I almost want it more explicit, but on the other hand it's nice because it’s not so explicit.  
I might ask her, ‘Why is that a solution to the problem?  How does that solve Owen’s 
problem?’ Putting those little pieces explicitly would be helpful.  ‘I think the solution was 
a good one.’  Great, so opinion here, so she’s going through very carefully.  ‘Because 
Owen looks happy in the pictures’…ok…evidence from the text.  ‘It’s also good because 
the handkerchief is smaller.’  It doesn’t say why that’s good and that would be nice…So 
there are a couple of things that I would want more explicit if I was going to push her.  It 
also says, support your opinion with three reasons.  She doesn’t have three reasons, but 
it’s well done enough in other areas and has more exceeds than meets.   
While Grace wanted Emma to be more explicit in her response and to include three 
reasons to support her opinion, she still decided that her paper had more of the components in the 
‘exceeds’ column versus ‘meets.’ Emma’s success on the prompt could have been shaped by her 
familiarity with the use of rubric and motivation.  Grace explained that Emma was a student that 
continuously checked over her work and used the rubric as her map for the assessment 
expectations.   
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Figure 42.  Cameron’s response.   
Grace pulled Cameron’s paper (See Figure 42) and commented that while he has 
sophisticated ideas, he does not take the time to write them all down.  Grace described her 
thoughts on Cameron’s response:  
He’s a pretty sophisticated thinker, but doesn’t like to take the time to write it all down.  
He doesn’t tell what the problem is and doesn’t tell what the solution is.  Just gives us 
opinion. ‘Problem was that he wanted to take his blanket to school.’  So I guess he does 
tell the problem, but he doesn’t tell the solution.  He just says it’s a good one.  He sort of 
tells it, but perhaps not explicitly.  He used evidence from the text.  He told the problem, 
but he didn’t explicitly say the solution.  He kind of did in that he still had to keep it in a 
different form, a tissue.  Well, wait, if we rearrange this, ‘the problem is that he wanted to 
take a blanket to school.  He still got to keep it in a different form, a tissue.’  No, I don’t 
think he tells what the solution is…He does state his opinion and he does say why or why 
not and he does use evidence from the text.  I would probably give this a ‘meets minus.’  
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Grace reread Cameron’s piece several times and went back and forth on whether he had 
included the necessary components of problem and solution.  She stated that if she were to revisit 
this prompt with Cameron she would “work on slowing him down and getting all his thoughts in 
there.”  Grace recognized that Cameron had the ideas, but that he just needed to be explicit in his 
response.  For Cameron, it was not so much about helping him to use evidence from the text, but 
more about taking his time to ensure he included all of the necessary components.   
During our discussion, it was clear that Grace was often torn about whether students’ 
work would be considered ‘meets’ or ‘progressing.’  She often added a plus or minus to her 
decision (e.g., meets minus or progressing plus) as she felt that students fell into more than one 
category on the rubric.  When I asked Grace to explain how she decided whether a student’s 
prompt would be considered an ‘exceeds,’ ‘meets,’ ‘progressing,’ or ‘does not meet,’ she told me, 
“If there’s more criteria here or there, or if there is one criteria they meet here, but they’re all the 
way down here.  I kind of did where they fall the most.”  When deciding on a final score for the 
writing task, Grace looked closely at the specific criteria for ideas, organization, and voice.  
Grace’s final decision was based on which column a student had met the most criteria.  For 
instance, if a child had met most of the criteria for ideas, organization, and voice under ‘meets,’ 
but had a few that fell into the column of ‘progressing,’ Grace would assign the child a final 
score of ‘meets.’  
When I asked Grace if she thought the rubric for the prompt was student friendly, she 
told me:  
Sort of.  Parts of it were, but it definitely needs tweaking.  However, because it was 
written by so many different people, it has lots of different voices involved in it.  So 
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that’s part of why it’s not a polished piece.  It’s not a polished assessment, but it’s a good 
start.   
Grace realized that the rubric needed some additional revising and when looking at the 
rubric she said, “I don’t think we’re going to find one that fits exactly.”  She hoped that meeting 
with the other teachers in the district would lead to consistency with scoring and that as teachers 
looked at prompts, they would identify common areas of need to be explored further.  Grace did 
express concerns, especially with certain criteria listed under voice (e.g., word choice, 
conventions).  For instance, Grace understood that that the writing trait voice had to do with the 
tone of a writer’s message and she did not understand why spelling, capitalization, and grammar 
were collapsed under the criteria.  Grace’s concerns were warranted in that she was questioning 
the accuracy of the rubric and what it was intended to measure.   
Grace communicated to me that she did not create the rubric herself and while she had 
concerns, she still needed to use it for the assessment as it was provided by the administration.  
The expectation was that she would give the prompt to her students, score them using the rubric 
that was provided, and bring a few samples to the district-wide professional development 
meeting.  Grace’s experience highlights that while creating assessments collaboratively may 
benefit teachers to build shared knowledge of standards and curriculum, the criteria for the 
assessment was not shared or clear among all of the third grade team members.   
After looking over her students’ prompts Grace explained that the district has told her 
that a ‘meets’ equates to about an 80% and that she should be expecting “80% of the kids 80% of 
the time.”  She realized that many of her students were still not reaching the ‘meets’ or ‘exceeds’ 
category.  Grace reported, “When you look at can my kids meet the standard?  85% of our 
children did not and that’s being generous…Half of the kids at the end of third grade are just 
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progressing.”  Grace was highly aware of the pressures involved in ensuring that her students did 
well, but she also acknowledged that her students were still growing as writers.  When I asked 
her based on students’ performance whether she would revisit certain concepts, she explained, “I 
may be able to hit it again…sometimes it just goes on the progress report and we need to move 
on, and other times I will might let them retake it again.”  Therefore, the 80% threshold would at 
times prompt action for Grace, but there were occasions when she needed to move forward.  
When I asked Grace how the students’ prompts would be used, she explained that the district 
would select a few exemplars and place them on the internet as models for teachers to view.  She 
stated that the purpose of putting them online was to develop consistency about what kind of 
response constitutes a ‘meets’ versus ‘exceeds.’   
Grace acknowledged that the purpose of a common assessment should be to use the 
information to guide her instruction, but she was forthcoming that it had not taken shape that 
way.  Grace elaborated during an interview:  
We’re trying to use them formatively, but, you know, since we’re in the middle of the 
process here, what happens is we start a unit and then go, ‘Oh, yeah, I should have 
assessment for this!’ Then we create it and then go, ‘Oh, I should’ve done this at the 
beginning, too!’ We’re trying to get that stuff in place so that we can do it at the 
beginning, track growth, and…we’re trying to do along the way pieces as well.  It’s one 
of those pieces that gets shoved under the table when you are too busy because you have 
got 40,000 things to do.  I know I have to teach this, so I’m not going to take extra time to 
design an assessment…I’m just going to go right into teaching.  So it does get glossed 
over just when you are too busy to do everything.   
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Grace admitted that time was also a factor in her sparse use of formative assessment.  
Sometimes the assessments were also not ready to be administered until a unit on a particular 
topic (e.g., elements of literature) was near completion.  Therefore, the common assessments 
functioned as summative assessments in that a teacher action based on students’ performance did 
not unfold.  The timing of when the assessments were created and administered resulted in Grace 
not linking them directly to her instruction.    
State test preparation.  In preparation for the state’s standardized assessment, the third 
grade students in Grace’s class were often practicing how to use evidence from a text to support 
an answer.  During one of my visits, Grace was sitting on the carpet with her students reading a 
book aloud.  Annie, the Title 1 teacher, came into the room and held up a stack of papers.  Grace 
asked Annie, “Do we have to do it now?” Annie replied, “yes” and asked that each student take 
his/her seat.  Annie explained to the students that they would be completing a prompt on the 
story they had read, Where the Wild Things Are (Sendak, 2012).   
Annie and Grace communicated to the students that they would need to describe the 
character, Max, and use evidence and three examples from the text.  A number of students had 
questions about the spontaneous assessment specifically regarding the directions and purpose.  
Annie’s reply to the students was that it was a “cold prompt” and she stated, “I’m not going to 
give many more instructions.”  Some students responded to the prompt quickly, while other sat 
at their desks wondering what to write about.  Once all of the students were finished, Grace 
collected the prompts and handed them over to Annie.   
During an interview, I asked Grace about that afternoon and how she used the assessment.  
She told me, “The writing prompt?  I didn’t use.  I didn’t use it to guide my instruction.  I did it 
because we were supposed to for whatever reason we were supposed to.”  Other than it being a 
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grade level assessment required by the district, Grace did not understand the purpose of the 
assessment.  She was also never able to look at her students’ performance as they were collected 
by Annie, and sent over to the district’s office.  Through my time spent with Grace, spontaneous, 
district-wide assessments were not uncommon, especially in Grades 3-5.  Grace explained that 
since her third graders were participating in statewide, standardized testing, the district required 
certain “practice” assessments from her students.   
DIBELS and benchmark assessment.  Grace set aside time to meet with guided reading 
groups during her Daily 3 structure.  Students were typically placed in their guided reading 
groups based on their scores on the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS; 
Good & Kaminski, 2002) and Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark Assessment System (Fountas & 
Pinnell, 2012).  The DIBELS assessment is a form of curriculum-based measurement that has 
been widely used as part of the Reading First Initiative funded under NCLB.  The Fountas and 
Pinnell Benchmark Assessment (Fountas & Pinnell, 2012) is a one-on-one assessment that 
includes running records, comprehension questions and word lists to help identify students’ 
instructional and independent reading levels.  The benchmark system suggests that teachers 
administer the measure(s) in the beginning, middle and at the end of the year. 
When administering DIBELS, Grace met with students one-on-one and tested their oral 
reading fluency.  For instance, the student was given a passage and asked to read aloud for one 
minute.  Grace recorded their correct number of words per minute.  Annie, the Title 1 teacher, 
spoke to Grace about using the DIBELS to group students into guided reading groups.  During 
one of my visits, she handed Grace a form to help place her students into leveled reading groups 
(see Figure 43).  Grace expressed that DIBELS is not the best and remained aware of its 
limitations, but described it as “more of a red flag.”  She reinforced that she “wants something 
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that drives, but not something that controls.”  Grace explained that she looked at students’ 
DIBELS scores to help “monitor students’ progress” three times per year.  Figure 43 is the 
DIBELS grouping structure form.   
 
Figure 43.  DIBELS grouping structure form (Oregon Reading First Center, 2013). 
 The Cedar School District had recently adopted the Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark 
Assessment (Fountas & Pinnell, 2012) and administrators wanted the teachers to begin exploring 
running records and the word reading assessment (e.g., words frequently found in leveled 
readers).  Grace explained how Annie, the Title 1 teacher, was helping her give the assessments 
and stated “I don’t know it all yet, but I can give the word list test.”  Grace was not comfortable 
administering the running record assessment or interpreting students’ results, but she did work on 
the word list component.   
One afternoon, I observed Grace pulling Jack to the back table to give the word 
assessment portion of the benchmark assessment.  Jack asked Grace, “Is this about speed?” 
Grace pointed out that it was not about speed.  After meeting with Jack, she pulled me aside and 
told me, “Since DIBELS is about speed I teach them the framework.”  Grace explained that her 
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students were highly aware and concerned about speed on assessments because of DIBELS.  
Therefore, she spent time teaching them about how to take specific assessments.  Grace 
explained that this approach was not “teaching to the test,” rather it was teaching students “how 
to take a test.”   
When placing students into leveled reading groups, Grace explained that she used 
information beyond just the Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark Assessment System (Fountas & 
Pinnell, 2012) and DIBELS assessment.  Grace stated that while the word list assessment gave 
her a “starting point,” she also considered her own intuition as a teacher and what she knows 
about her students as learners.  She made it clear that students in her class do not get stuck within 
one group and that she considers them flexible and changing.  For instance, Grace would allow a 
student who was strong at decoding, but had more difficulty with comprehension to be part of a 
group that was reading a more challenging text.  Grace said that she might tell a student, “In this 
literature group I know the reading is not going to be the hard part, it’s going to be answering the 
questions.”  Grace would explain to the student what they needed to work on in order to be 
successful member in that particular group, and she was flexible by giving them options 
regarding placement.   
Grace told me a story about a student named Sara who had been doing well so she could 
fit in the more challenging reading group. However, she also thought she could do well in 
another group by taking on more of a leadership role to help guide her peers.  Grace told me that 
she was going to ask her, “Do you want to be a group leader or would you like more of a 
challenge?”  It was not uncommon for Grace to bring students into the process and include them 
in conversations about her decision-making when organizing literature groups.  Grace explained 
that looking at more formal measures (e.g., DIBELS) was a starting point and helpful in catching 
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mistakes she may have made in her decisions, but looking beyond the scores and considering 
what she knew about her students as learners was also a critical component to her assessment and 
grouping practices.   
Student involvement.  From the moment I entered Grace’s classroom, she made it clear 
to me that she wanted her students to understand that she was not the sole information provider.  
She encouraged her students to work collaboratively with peers by engaging in discussions about 
books and asking one another questions if they were unsure about a concept or assignment.  
During one of my visits, a student approached Grace for help on a comprehension question and 
then a peer immediately interjected to offer assistance.  Grace explained to me, “I don’t want 
them to think I have all of the answers.”  She went on, “It’s ok not to know…there is no 
judgment here.”  She explained that she wanted her students to have autonomy and develop risk-
taking. 
Grace also frequently explained the hows and whys of the learning process to her 
students.  For instance, during a National Geographic read-aloud at the carpet, a student 
expressed that they were already familiar with the article on weather.  Grace took a moment to 
explain to her students that learning is spiral and that through reading and rereading you can 
make additional connections.  She told her students that while they may have read the nonfiction 
text on weather before, they “will learn about it again in a different way” and “go further, deeper, 
and richer.” 
 Grace stated that while she spent time explicitly teaching her students, she truly wanted 
them involved in the learning process.  She elaborated further: 
I explicitly teach them strategies and set up opportunities where they use them and they 
are comfortable with them.  Then I turn it over to the kids, so it becomes the kids.  It 
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empowers them and it is creating independence through student owned 
strategies…there’s also a really, really critical piece to me in that the kids have to 
transform that information.  If they copy it from the book, there is no transformation.  If 
they parrot back what I’m saying, there is no transformation.  It doesn’t stick with them.  
It’s not meaningful to them.  It’s nothing.  It’s a waste of everybody’s time.  They have to 
own it in order for anything that I teach to be significant to them.  They have to have 
transformed it in some way.   
 
Figure 44.  Sam’s self-assessment.   
Grace did not align herself with a transmission approach by giving the students 
knowledge and then emphasizing performance on assessments.  Instead, Grace wanted her 
students to understand the material as well as transform and apply the information in a way that 
was meaningful to them.  Grace wanted to share the responsibility of learning with her students 
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and she created a culture that valued collaboration (Heritage, 2010b).  While it did not unfold 
consistently, Grace preferred that her students be involved in developing the assessment rubrics 
to help the target(s) become a personal goal.  She explained, “If they understand the purpose 
behind something then it becomes more meaningful and relevant.”  During one of my visits, I 
observed Sam using a rubric (See Figure 44) as he was drawing social studies artifacts.  When I 
asked him to tell me about the pictures he was drawing on each page, he pointed to the rubric and 
said, “I’m following this column.”  He pointed directly to the column that read, “exceeds.”  It 
became clear that Sam had set a goal for himself and was working hard to meet the highest 
criteria.  Using self-assessment as a form of feedback allowed her students to develop an 
awareness of the learning goals and monitor their progress toward them.  The use of self-
assessment also encouraged her students to reflect on their learning, indicate current status, make 
a plan, and decide what they need to work on more (Heritage, 2010b).   
Conversations about assessment.  Conversations about assessment were frequent during 
Grace’s literacy block.  I often observed her pulling students one-by-one to the back table to 
review her grade book.  During that time, she engaged in short conferences with students and 
told them how they were doing, and what assignments they might be missing.  Grace explained 
using a simple statement such as, “You are all caught up on your assignments” or “You have 
work missing that needs to get completed.”  I asked her more about those experiences and she 
told me, “Students need to know how they are doing.  The reason why I talk to my students 
about assessment is that they need to know how they are progressing.  Sharing these assessments 
with them allows them to track themselves.”  The feedback Grace provided helped her students 
know how they were currently performing and the steps they needed to take to improve.    
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Grace developed a key for her grade book where a star indicated 100 percent, an OK 
indicated a 90 or above and a C indicated needs corrections.  She wanted her students to be able 
to read the key easily and see when they have improved (e.g., shows markings when a student 
move from a C to an OK).  It was important to Grace that her students “know the information,” 
so if they had received a C in her grade book, they needed to correct their work and meet with 
her again to review their corrections.  If a student was confused on a task, Grace worked with the 
student one-on-one to briefly re-teach the concept.  Grace explained that the grade book method 
was her way of checking in with her students, monitoring their learning, maintaining assessment 
records, and helping students to self-monitor.  She also stated that she found it helpful when 
writing progress reports. 
Grace also engaged in conversations with her students about assessment in relation to the 
progress reports.  While her students were seated at the carpet one afternoon she explained: 
If I test you, I have a picture of what you understand…I have to find some way to 
understand what you know.  Sometimes by just looking at your work, I know how you 
are doing…I can’t put an x in the box unless I have assessed it.   
With the standardized testing right around the corner, Grace wanted to keep her students 
in the loop about why they were taking certain and new assessments (e.g., running record).  The 
frequent conversations with students about grades and progress reports highlighted the 
summative nature of assessment in that the goal was to complete work to achieve a particular 
score, or to engage in certain tasks so that Grace would have documentation to help her complete 
the progress reports.  Having conversations about tests and grades also brought Grace’s students 
into the assessment process.  Grace’s intent was to let her students know that assessments are 
needed to help understand how they are progressing in literacy; however the conversations were 
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also reflective of her position in that assessments are needed for teacher and student 
accountability purposes.  
Social-emotional learning.  During my time in Grace’s classroom, I often observed her 
reading aloud texts to students at the carpet.  Most of the books were purposefully selected to 
engage the students in critical discussions and to help them make connections to important issues 
and themes (e.g., stereotypes, fitting in).  Some of the book titles included, One (Otoshi, 2008) 
and Those Shoes (Boelts, 2009).  Grace often led the students in a twenty to thirty minute 
discussion about the theme and allowed students to make personal connections or ask questions.  
After the read aloud, the students were asked to spend some time during the week responding to 
a prompt in the lo-tech blog.  Each lo-tech blog aligned with a book and included prompts to 
guide students’ thinking about the text further.  A sample prompt included: What do you do to 
stop people from being mean?  Can you think of a time that you backed someone up?  Figures 45, 
46, and 47 are examples of a lo-tech blog from Grace’s classroom.   
 
Figure 45.  Lo-tech blog cover.   
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Figure 46.  Lo-tech blog entry. 
                 
Figure 47.  Lo-tech blog entry.   
In Figures 46 and 47, Grace opened up the blog for the story, Those Shoes, by writing: In 
the story, Jeremy is desperate to fit in with everyone else.  Why do you think fitting in is so 
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important to him?  Why is it important to kids your age?  Is it important to you?  What advice 
would you give Jeremy if he were your friend?  One student responded by writing, “I be myself 
no matter what.”  Another student explained that when you have something that others do not 
have, then you stand out more and are “special.”  Three students wrote about their feelings 
getting hurt, and two students mentioned feeling embarrassed, or getting made fun of for not 
having what everyone else had.  Another student made it clear that fitting in was not that 
important and that being your own person is what matters most.  An important component to the 
blog was that students could remain anonymous due to writing about personal thoughts and 
feelings.   
Grace engaged in dialogue with her students by writing and responding to their thoughts 
in the blogs as well.  When I asked Grace about this experience and how she used the 
information, she told me: 
I guess I use it as an assessment to figure out where my class is socially and emotionally.  
I’ll read through it…the kids are really thinking deeply about this and I like how so and 
so responded to that or they completely missed this piece.  So I guess I’ll use it for social 
emotional assessment. 
The students’ responses reveal that that Grace was concerned about her students in ways 
that would not necessarily be found on a classroom assessment.  She wanted to delve deeper into 
their thinking and emotions about critical topics, while also bringing herself into the process.  
Grace assessed beyond what was required on the progress report and she did so by reading a 
variety of literature and engaging in blog writing where students could make personal and 
relevant connections to a text in a safe (anonymous) space. Bringing herself into the process 
highlighted to her students that she cared about their thoughts on the critical topics.   
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Since this was an event that took place frequently in Grace’s classroom, I felt it was 
important to highlight in terms of her enacted practices.  The weekly blog writing event was 
important to Grace and if she saw common themes appear in students’ writing, she made an 
effort to engage students in class wide discussions, or find more literature to help facilitate 
deeper analyses of topics.  The lo-tech blog writing was not to prepare students for any particular 
test, but functioned as a way for Grace to write with her students and check in with them on their 
social and emotional needs. 
Summary 
 When I entered Grace’s classroom, the children were typically spread out at various 
tables or on the carpet working on various assignments.  During literacy instruction, Grace spent 
time teaching short mini-lessons on particular skill and strategies, or leading small, guided 
reading groups at the back table.  A large portion of the time in her room was also set aside for 
students to work independently.  Peer dialogue during literacy instruction took place and students 
had opportunities to communicate their thinking through talk and writing (e.g., lo-tech blogs).  
Grace used a variety of materials to teach literacy and students read from picture books, trade 
books and numerous nonfiction texts and articles.  Having students write in the lo-tech blogs was 
a practice that Grace valued.   
While Grace had been teaching fifteen years, she was honest in that assessment was a 
complex area and that there was still much that she needed to learn.  Although Grace had not 
received any in-depth training on the Discovery Education Assessment, she did her best to sift 
through the data and make sense of the student reports.  Grace also was just beginning to learn 
more about how to administer and interpret running records.  Formative assessment was an area 
that Grace described as familiar and she felt confident with the topic prior to the district’s 
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initiative.  She even spoke in-depth about the past trainings she had received on the work of Dr. 
Rick Stiggins.  Grace described to me that the easiest place for her to use formative assessment 
was in mathematics.  She told me, “I don’t use formative assessment in writing probably because 
I haven’t found something that gives me data that I can really use.”  While she did not describe 
enacting formative assessment during writing, Grace’s students were using components of the 
construct when they self-assessed their writing or performance on projects.  While I did not 
observe formative assessment unfold during writing instruction, Grace was thinking about the 
process as she sat with me to talk about students’ writing.  She reflected about students’ current 
status, where they needed to be, and how to help get them there through her instruction.  The 
one-on-one discussions prompted Grace to look at data, reflect on students’ performance, and 
consider the next steps to improve student learning.   
While Grace had received past training on formative assessment, her current professional 
development experiences were heavily centered on the development of common assessments.  
The experiences she had in her professional learning community highlight the benefits and 
constraints of teachers working together to create assessments.  In relation to Grace’s assessment 
practices, bringing awareness to the context is important.  Third grade students at Sherman 
Elementary participate in statewide testing; therefore, many of the enacted assessment practices 
in Grace’s classroom during literacy consisted of district-required and interim assessment data 
(e.g., given about every 6-8 weeks) to monitor students’ performance.  Grace expressed that the 
data she collected was used for completing progress reports, placing students into reading groups, 
for parent-teacher conferences, and sometimes for reteaching.  While the assessments embodied 
learning goals and were linked to the standards, timing is a critical component to formative 
assessment.  Grace spent time looking over her students’ performance data; however, the 
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information and insights gathered from the district’s assessment were “not used immediately as 
part of the instructional process” (Shepherd, 2005, p. 20).   
Grace was open with her students about the different assessments she administered 
during literacy instruction.  She often brought her students into the process by engaging them in 
discussions about why they needed to complete a particular assessment (e.g., DIBELS).  Despite 
the focus on more formal and interim assessments when making instructional decisions, Grace 
also facilitated tasks (e.g., classroom conversations, read aloud, lo-tech blog writing) that tapped 
into students’ social-emotional learning during literacy instruction.  During my time in Grace’s 
classroom, she began opening up to me about the changes in teacher evaluations and how it will 
impact her as a teacher.  On one my visits, Grace showed me information on the Performance 
Evaluation Reform Act (Public Act 96-0861) that she received from a school administrator.  
While the information on teacher evaluations was new to Grace at the time, she knew that the 
“new, more rigorous evaluation systems were to be based on multiple kinds of evidence in which 
students’ test scores were to serve as a ‘significant factor’ ” (Popham, 2013, p. 11).  Grace 
asserted that assessment data and the evaluation process had become “much more strict.”   
Focusing more on the interim assessments was the result of a district mandate as well as a 
push for accountability.  Grace knew that student progress would be soon impacting teacher 
evaluations.  Throughout the study, it became clear that Grace was aware of the changes that 
were unfolding and how assessment and standards were impacting the current climate.  Despite 
the pressures of accountability, Grace still attempted to involve her students in the learning 
process and she sought to establish a culture where learning was a shared responsibility. 
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Chapter 7 
Discussion and Implications 
This dissertation attempted to highlight the experiences of elementary teachers as they 
participated in a professional development initiative on formative assessment.  Throughout the 
inquiry, I remained interested in teachers’ understandings of formative assessment, what they 
took away from the professional development initiative, their uses of data, and enactment in the 
context of literacy.  Listening to the stories and experiences of teachers and (past and current) 
administrators encouraged reflection and paved a path for the participants in my study to 
highlight what they found significant in relation to formative assessment.   
Through interviewing the administrators, I learned that historically, formative assessment 
has remained at the forefront of the Cedar School District initiatives as a critical area for teacher 
professional development.  In an effort to prepare the teachers, school leaders grounded the 
initiative in research and instituted professional learning communities (Lieberman & Miller, 
2008; McLaughlin & Talbert, 2010) to foster a collaborative inquiry approach.  This dissertation 
makes visible that while the intention of the professional development initiative was to have 
teachers create assessments, analyze data, and reflect on their practices, the accountability 
pressures weighed heavily on their minds.   
In this chapter, I present a summary of findings and present the common themes of: 
descriptions and uses of formative assessment, professional development structure, and 
assessment for accountability purposes.  Implications for practice and research are also discussed.  
I conclude the chapter by reflecting on my own experiences as a learner and teacher, and how 
they have shaped this study, and will continue to shape my future work.   
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Summary of Findings 
Chapter 4 describes the wider context and highlights the multiple voices of administrators 
and teachers at Sherman Elementary.  Formative assessment was not a new focal area for the 
teachers at Sherman, and they elicited evidence using a variety of methods such as exit slips, 
observations, and interviews with their students.  The teachers understood that formative 
assessment was meant to be ongoing and that it required a response or action from them.  
However, many of the responses such as using for progress reports, conferencing with parents, 
leveling reading groups, or reteaching took on a summative stance.  This chapter brings to the 
forefront that organizational conditions were influential in teachers’ understandings and use of 
formative assessment.  For instance, teacher leaders were trained on formative assessment, and 
then asked to help their professional learning community members develop common assessment. 
Teachers engaged in different experiences during their professional learning communities; 
therefore their discussions on topics related to assessment varied.  Feedback was a target in the 
professional development plan, but it was reported that it was not a focal area during the first 
year of the initiative.  
Chapter 5 focuses on Julie, a first grade teacher, and describes how she viewed formative 
assessment as functioning to help guide her instruction, but was also useful when reteaching.  
Julie’s uptake of the current professional development focused on the learning goals and during 
her professional learning community, she spent time unpacking the standards.  Interpreting and 
understanding the standards and creating assessments was not an easy task for Julie, especially in 
the context of literacy.  Formative assessment was not new to Julie and she elicited evidence 
from her students using observations, graphic organizers, and through listening to them read.  
While she did not always describe it as such, components of formative assessment were 
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embedded into her instruction during literacy (e.g., peer & self feedback).  Julie also enacted 
formative assessment while helping students move forward with their writing or when working 
in their reading practice books.  Additional assessment practices in Julie’s classroom took shape 
as monitoring student learning (e.g., binder with post-it notes) while others also functioned for 
summative purposes (grouping students).  Julie understood that assessment is meant to improve 
student learning, but she also was aware of the accountability pressures (e.g., tangible 
documentation) and changes that were unfolding in relation to teacher evaluations.   
Chapter 6 focuses on Grace, a third grade teacher, and looks closely at her classroom 
assessment practices during literacy instruction.  Formative assessment was familiar to Grace, 
but she explained that she found it easier to use during mathematics than literacy.  During 
observations, Grace’s students often used self-assessment to help monitor their progress toward 
the learning goals.  While Grace stated that she did not use formative assessment during writing, 
it was clear that she was thinking about students’ current status and where to go next during our 
one-on-one meetings.  Grace’s current professional development experiences were centered on 
the development of common assessments.  Her third grade students participate in statewide 
testing; therefore, many of the enacted assessment practices in Grace’s classroom during literacy 
consisted of district-required and interim assessments.  Grace described that the data she 
collected was often used for completing progress reports, placing students into reading groups, 
for parent-teacher conferences, and sometimes for reteaching. Grace often brought her students 
into the process by engaging them in discussions about why they needed to complete a particular 
assessment.  Despite the focus on more formal and interim assessments when making 
instructional decisions, Grace tapped into students’ social-emotional learning during literacy 
instruction by readings texts and facilitating teacher-student writing experiences (e.g., lo-tech 
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blog).  Throughout the study, the pressures of accountability weighed on her mind and Grace 
knew that student progress would be soon impacting teacher evaluations.   
Discussion 
The following themes: descriptions and uses of formative assessment, professional 
development structure, and assessment for accountability purposes cut across chapters 4, 5, and 6.  
The themes highlight the teachers’ experiences, as well as bring attention to some of the 
challenges of implementing formative assessment.  Teachers’ understandings of formative 
assessment, the organizational structures of the initiative, and the accountability pressures are 
expanded on further.   
Descriptions and uses of formative assessment.  One of the complexities of formative 
assessment is that there is not one agreed upon definition within the field (Dunn & Mulvenon, 
2009) and “formative assessment as a pedagogical practice is not well understood” (Heritage et 
al., 2013, p. 27).  Formative assessment was not new for the teachers at Sherman Elementary and 
they understood that it should be used to improve student learning.  While they did not always 
label activities as formative assessment, Grace and Julie enacted components of formative 
assessment such as peer feedback, self-assessment, and feedback during writing during their 
classroom instruction.  In Bell and Cowie’s (2001) study, teachers tacitly implemented formative 
assessment, but were not always able to describe it to the researchers nor were they aware that 
they were using it.  Grace and Julie became aware of such moments during member checks when 
I presented them with data descriptions.  The one-on-one conversations prompted both Grace and 
Julie to reflect and think about students’ learning progression, as well as their own teaching 
practices.  This supports the position that teachers need time to reflect on their classroom 
practices and discuss student work.  The dialogue with Grace and Julie opened a “terrain for 
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learning” (Ball & Cohen, 1999, p. 15) as they thought deeply about their assessment practices in 
literacy.   
Teachers in this study described formative assessment using descriptions such as 
“ongoing,” useful for “guiding instruction,” a “one-on-one assessment,” and an assessment to 
help “differentiate instruction.”  They described different ways of eliciting evidence through 
observations, informal interviews, and listening to students read aloud.  Teachers also knew that 
a response or action took place once data were elicited.  While their descriptions of formative 
assessment were focused on the intention of improving students’ learning, at times, their 
pedagogical actions (e.g., final grades, reporting results, and placement decisions in reading 
groups) took on a summative stance.  For example, a common response from teachers was that 
after interpreting their student data, they would “reteach” students.  This is similar to Heritage 
and Chang’s (2012) findings where teachers described their main pedagogical action as 
reteaching.  One teacher even described the approach as, “teach, practice, assess, analyze, and 
reteach” (Heritage & Chang, 2012, p. 4).  While moments of reteaching may be essential after an 
assessment is given, it is not consistent with the notion of an ongoing assessment that occurs 
during instruction to help “learners move from what they already know to what they are able to 
do next, using their zone of proximal development” (Shepard, 2005a, p. 66).  
After interpreting assessment data, choosing to reteach reflects a stance that students 
either have learned what they were supposed to, or have not (Heritage & Chang, 2012).  
Formative assessment needs to be contingent based on what has been taught and how students 
respond; therefore, based upon the evidence elicited, scaffolding would close the gap between 
students’ current learning and the desired goal (Heritage et al., 2013).  In other words, a student 
would not necessarily need reteaching of an entire strategy or skill, but rather careful scaffolding 
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to move them from their current state to a more advanced state (Heritage & Chang, 2012).  
Helping move teachers away from resorting to reteaching practices requires them to have strong 
content knowledge (structure of the subject), pedagogical content knowledge (knowledge needed 
for teaching), and an understanding of how to build on students’ prior knowledge (Heritage; 
2010; Heritage & Chang, 2012; Shulman, 1986).  Focusing closer attention on understanding 
formative assessment as a process and helping teachers interpret data in professional 
development initiatives could shift the stance away reteaching as the only outcome for analyzing 
assessment data (Shepard, 2005b).   
The missing link in the professional development initiative’s plan and teachers’ 
descriptions of formative assessment was the critical focus on student involvement.  This study 
brings attention to the notion that teachers need to be presented with the foundational 
components (e.g., articulating learning goals, eliciting evidence, feedback, student involvement) 
of formative assessment in order to enact it effectively in their classrooms during literacy 
instruction.  Feedback was one of the targets on the professional development plan, but it was not 
a focal point of the implementation during this first year.  As Wiliam (2004) contends, “In order 
for assessment to function formatively, it needs to identify where learners are in their learning, 
where they are going, and how to get there” (p. 5).  Engaging in conversations about feedback 
highlights teacher-student interactions, but also the role that peer and self-assessment have in the 
formative assessment process.  Not including the student involvement component positions 
formative assessment essentially as a teacher directed process.  In order to help teachers 
understand the complex construct of formative assessment, professional development initiatives 
need to be grounded in considering the roles of teachers, students, and peers (Wiliam, 2013). 
 212 
Professional development structure.  The current professional development initiative at 
Sherman Elementary was not a one shot workshop; instead it was aligned with school priorities 
and sustained through ongoing efforts (Darling-Hammond, Wei, Andree, Richardson & 
Orphanos, 2009).  The leaders in the school structured the professional development initiative so 
that teachers would have opportunities to collaborate and learn from one another.  The district’s 
goal of the three-year professional development initiative was to help teachers use data to adjust 
instruction.  Joan, the current district administrator, explained that her goals during this first year 
were for teachers to “try out” assessment practices in their classrooms as she recognized that 
teacher change is a complex process.    
During the study, competing discourses unfolded when teacher leaders received training 
on formative assessment, but were then expected to assist teachers in creating and utilizing 
common assessments.  The messages the teachers were receiving from district leaders were not 
consistent because the link between “common” assessments and “formative” assessments were 
not explicitly clear.  Hammerness (2006) argued, “it is particularly important for learners to 
encounter consistent messages and theories that can help them make sense of the phenomena 
they experience and observe, rather than mixed messages and contradictory theories” (p. 1242).  
Helping teachers understand that an assessment becomes formative when the evidence is used to 
adapt instruction could have fostered clarity. The explanation would have reinforced the notion 
that formative assessment is not a type of test. The aforementioned descriptions highlight the 
notion that developing a “shared understanding” (Trumbull & Gerzon, 2013, p. 22) on the 
function of formative assessment is critical to teacher learning in professional development 
programs.    
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The learning communities within Sherman Elementary varied in form and context, and 
the goals of each group differed based on the particular needs of the grade level (Lieberman & 
Miller, 2011).  Therefore, teachers’ “takeaways” and discussions during the professional 
development initiative varied, as different topics were explored within the grade levels.  For 
example, some teachers spent time on the content area of literacy and others talked about 
assessment in both mathematics and literacy.  Other teachers had experiences creating common 
assessments, while others explored the standards, or focused on learning targets.  While 
communities within a school will vary, teachers need to receive the foundational knowledge on 
formative assessment in order to help with embedding the process into their literacy practices.  
Teacher leaders were given overarching topics to discuss, but had choice and flexibility in how 
they facilitated the staff development meetings for teachers. 
While not being prescriptive with the structure or content of the professional 
development meetings afforded the teacher leaders with agency, it also resulted in lack of 
dissemination of information and materials on formative assessment.  Teacher leaders received a 
wealth of materials on formative assessment, but they were not distributed to the teachers.  It is 
not clear how the district materials on formative assessment would have furthered teachers’ 
thinking about formative assessment; however, providing all teachers with access to the 
materials might have fostered active learning and coherence (Desimone, 2009) and enhanced 
their development and expertise (Ericsson, Krampe, & Tesch-Romer, 1993) on formative 
assessment.  The opportunities within the professional development structure essentially guided 
what teachers took away in relation to formative assessment.  
Assessment for accountability purposes.  Through gathering evidence of student 
learning, teachers at Sherman understood that the purpose of assessment is to improve student 
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learning.  They also remained aware of its use for student, teacher, and school accountability 
purposes (Harris & Brown, 2009).  While they did not identify the moments as such, Grace and 
Julie used components of formative assessment (e.g., feedback, self-assessment) during writing 
instruction with their students.  However, the interactive, real-time moments with students were 
not consistently viewed as assessment unless there was some form of supporting or tangible 
documentation.  The Cedar District’s new progress reports mirrored the Common Core State 
Standards’ language and were described by teachers as a motivating factor to move toward 
requiring assessment documentation.   
When teachers were asked how they used assessment data, “to complete progress reports” 
was a common response.  The push toward tangible documentation shifted away from centering 
on and enacting formative assessment as a process (Popham, 2008) and resulted in other forms 
of assessment (e.g., kid watching, interviews, natural questioning) lacking the same institutional 
power in the eyes of the teachers (Johnston & Costello, 2005).  It is critical to acknowledge the 
power of such texts that foster assessing and teaching “fragments of information” (Darder & 
Torres, 2004, p. 87), rather than looking at a child’s complex and individual literate development 
(Johnston & Costello, 2005).  The teachers reported that they were worried that certain 
assessments (e.g., common assessments) were in place because assessment has become more 
about “filling in a box” versus reporting about their students’ growth and development.  
Requiring tangible documentation for each skill on the progress report held teachers accountable 
for students’ performance; however, the progress report also took shape as a place to check off 
isolated learning targets and positioned a child’s literacy as a set of individual skills (Genishi & 
Dyson, 2009).   
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Researchers posit that such a stance is problematic because it results in a narrow view of 
reading, writing, speaking, and listening; while the standards are not intended to function as a 
curriculum, they have the potential to move toward an autonomous model of literacy (Street 
1984) and a “one size fits all set of skills and behaviors” (Botzakis, Burns & Hall, 2014, p. 223).  
Botzakis et al. (2014) described that “Autonomous literacy instruction entails assessing which 
skills students lack and designing interventions to help them improve based on arbitrary grade-
level benchmarks” (p. 227).  The authors argue that complications arise when teachers rely on 
content standards in isolation and give less attention to important issues such as access for all 
students and the social and cultural aspects of literacy. 
I acknowledge that the teachers in this study were working within complex spaces, and 
when engaging in conversations on assessment, concerns and tensions naturally unfolded.  The 
teachers at Sherman were aware that their school, as a whole, had not performed well on state 
standardized measures.  Lydia, Julie and Carmen expressed concerns with the pressures that 
current assessments were placing on their young learners and more specifically, the impact they 
were having on students’ growth and development.  With the new push toward common 
assessment development, teachers began to question the mandate, and expressed concerns about 
the trickle down effect they were observing in relation to assessment.  From the outset, formative 
assessment was not positioned as an assessment that is carried out during the natural instructional 
time as an effort to improve teaching or student learning (Shepard, Hammerness, Darling-
Hammond, & Rust, 2005).  Teachers viewed creating assessments as something “in addition” or 
“in competition” to teaching.  Carmen even described the common assessments as another 
“standardized assessment.”  Assessments that are given on a more interim basis have been 
described by researchers as “early warning summative assessments” (Wiliam, 2004, p. 4).  Julie, 
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Carmen, and Lydia had relevant concerns about what this new initiative meant (now and in the 
future) for their young students.   
Another concern that teachers voiced was in relation to the upcoming changes with 
teacher evaluations.  All of the teachers at Sherman Elementary were aware that “the nation’s 
teachers will now undergo markedly more demanding teacher evaluations in which their students’ 
tests scores will play a ‘significant’ role’ ” (Popham, 2013, pp. 11-12).  Whether the district-wide 
common assessments would become adopted as one of the growth measures remained uncertain 
during the time of this study, but going through the motions of creating assessments and talking 
about data naturally had teachers thinking closely about their students’ performance and how that 
might impact their evaluations.  The aforementioned concerns highlight the teachers’ tensions of 
working within a high-stakes climate, but it also brings attention to the notion that the teachers 
recognized the movement toward common assessments as being accountability-driven.    
Implications and Directions for Future Research 
This dissertation highlights the complexities of teachers’ experiences as they participated 
in a professional development initiative aimed at fostering their knowledge of formative 
assessment practices.  The study attempted to look closely at their understandings of formative 
assessment and enactment of practice during literacy instruction.  In the section below, I 
highlight implications relevant for school districts and classrooms, as well as well as for research.  
I also present future research directions that focus toward looking more closely at professional 
learning communities, assessment literacy, and the context of schools.     
Learning in practice and through reflection.  I revert back to the framework on teacher 
learning, inquiry, and reflection and posit that in order for teachers to truly deepen their 
understanding of formative assessment, they need to have opportunities to learn in practice and 
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through reflection (Ball & Cohen, 1999).  Teachers at Sherman had opportunities to talk in 
professional learning communities and meet across the district in larger sessions, but they did not 
have an opportunity to see models of formative assessment being enacted.  Trumbull and Gerzon 
(2013) posit that professional development should model some of the broad strategies teachers 
will be using to carry out formative assessment in their classrooms” (p. 6).  Joan, the district 
administrator, discussed bringing in instructional coaches to help with assessment next year to 
help the teachers with implementation.  Bringing in coaches could help teachers with seeing how 
formative assessment could unfold during literacy and also give teachers a chance to analyze 
their own practices by having someone observe them.  It would also provide a space where they 
could “try out” formative assessment, while receiving support from a coach.  In alignment with 
Guskey’s (2002b) theory of attitude and change, encouraging teachers to try out formative 
assessment with their students could help them see that that “it works.”   
Darling-Hammond et al. (2009) argue, “Teachers can also use videotapes of teaching to 
make aspects of their practice public and open to peer critique, learn new practices and 
pedagogical strategies, and analyze aspects of teaching practice that may be difficult to capture 
otherwise” (p. 11).  Research has documented that having teachers analyze their own teaching 
can foster reflection, gather a deeper understanding of discourse patters, increase knowledge of 
different approaches and lead to changes in practice (Córdova & Matthiesen, 2010; Sato et al., 
2008).   
 I am arguing that it is essential to create opportunities where teachers can see formative 
assessment in action (self and others) and have opportunities to reflect on their own practices to 
move beyond a superficial understanding of the construct and to make meaningful connections to 
classroom practice.  This would shift away from teachers receiving information and move toward 
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creating a “research-generating inquiry space” (Córdova & Matthiesen, 2010, p. 462) around 
formative assessment.  Teachers analyzing their own practices unfolded when they were 
presented with descriptions of their classroom observations or transcripts of interactions with 
students.  Through one-on-one discussions, Grace and Julie were able to reflect on their practice 
and understand that they were enacting moments of formative assessment during literacy.   
Learning about formative assessment.  Creating a professional development initiative 
where teachers work toward designing assessments can move them closer to looking at data, 
writing test items, and linking instruction and assessment (Frey & Fisher, 2009).  However, if the 
focus is on formative assessment, then it is important to continually revisit the definition(s) and 
goals of the professional development throughout the initiative. While the intention was to focus 
on assessment for learning in the case of the Cedar School District, the discourse focused on 
developing common assessments and looking at data on an interim basis.  Shepard (2005b) 
argues, “in the current NCLB context the risk is great that interim assessments will prevent 
implementation of real formative assessment” (p. 23).  Professional development that includes a 
focus on application of knowledge to practice has a greater chance to influence teachers’ 
practices (Darling-Hammond et al., 2009).  Specifically in relation to formative assessment, the 
learning targets and exploring the standards were a common focal area of teachers’ experiences 
and take away during the first year.  It is important that formative assessment as a process that is 
directly linked everyday practices remain the focal area of teacher growth initiatives.   
To help teachers move toward implementation requires districts to consider what 
Heritage (2010b) calls “a professional culture for change” (p. 118).  Making changes to practice 
can be a scary endeavor for many teachers and implementing formative assessment means 
changes “in the way a teacher thinks about their teaching and their view of their role as a teacher” 
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(Black, Harrison, Lee, Marshall, & Wiliam, 2003, p. 80).  In order for formative assessment to 
become truly effective it needs to be part of a larger cultural shift where learning becomes a joint 
endeavor between teachers and students (Shephard, 2005a).  A school culture where teachers are 
supported throughout the process is essential.  The relationships among teachers and 
administrators need to be characterized by trust and respect to help foster a space where teachers 
can take risks as they try out formative assessment (Heritage, 2010b).  Building on what teachers 
already know and being respectful of existing practices can help reassure them that this is not 
something new or “in addition,” and that many of the components of formative assessment are 
already a part of their professional knowledge base.   
 Another important implication when learning about formative assessment is that teachers 
and administrators must consider and understand “how linguistic and cultural factors may 
intersect with formative assessment processes and tasks (Trumbull & Lash, 2013, p. 12).  While 
Sherman Elementary School has a large population of culturally and linguistically diverse 
learners, discussions related to students’ backgrounds, culture, and language remained invisible 
throughout the duration of the study.  Teachers and school leaders need to consider whether tests 
take into account “students’ sociocultural backgrounds, including their cultural worldviews, their 
life contexts and values, the kinds of home and school experiences they have had, their language 
preferences and proficiency, and their ways of using language to communicate and learn” 
(Trumbull & Lash, 2013, p. 12).  When planning and implementing professional development 
programs to help teachers understand formative assessment, districts need to assure that schools 
adapt the goals and targets to meet the needs of their particular context and students.  
 Learning in communities.  Professional development communities can provide a space 
of inquiry for teachers over sustained periods of time (Trumbull & Gerzon, 2013).  While the 
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broader purpose and collective focus (Lieberman & Miller, 2011) was to explore formative 
assessment, teachers at Sherman Elementary were found to engage in professional learning 
community discussions on what was relevant and meaningful for their particular grade levels.  
Therefore, some learning communities focused more on the standards, while others focused on 
assessment development. This exemplifies the need to look closer at the context of learning 
communities within the same school building (McCarthey et al., 2011).  For instance, 
investigating the goals of the community, how the community develops over time, and the 
topical areas that get explored within the community are important.   
It is also critical to look closely at the roles of teacher leaders (e.g., Annie and Carmen) in 
professional learning communities and the discourse(s) presented to the teachers.  For instance, 
as teacher leaders, Annie and Carmen were expected to guide the staff members as they 
constructed knowledge on formative assessment.  The expectations were that they would 
internalize the information from the training sessions and teach their colleagues about essential 
components of formative assessment.  More information on how they received and interpreted 
the information is needed because as Borko (2004) argues, “the facilitator is crucial to the 
success of the professional development program” (p. 10).  The facilitator’s role can be described 
as guiding the teachers as they construct new knowledge, while also establishing a community of 
leaners through structuring experiences where inquiry is valued (Borko, 2004).  Therefore, it is 
important to look closer at the roles of teacher leaders within professional learning communities 
to help understand how teachers are supported and guided to construct knowledge on formative 
assessment.   
 
 
 221 
Directions for Future Research 
Stiggins (2002) stated, “Many political and school leaders have never experienced the 
painful, embarrassing, and discouraging trauma of chronic and public academic failure” (p. 760).  
I began this dissertation by reflecting on a moment in my life that was profoundly shaped by one 
teacher’s evaluation of my classroom performance.  The evaluation was not based on a 
standardized test, but rather her observation and evaluation of my performance.  Discussions of 
the impact of assessment were not common conversations during my teacher preparation 
program, but due to my history, they are (and will remain) at the forefront of my mind as a 
teacher and researcher. 
 I chose the topic of formative assessment because I wanted to understand how 
elementary teachers, who were working in a climate that places priority on standardized tests, 
assessed their students on an ongoing basis, and used data to inform and adjust their literacy 
instruction.  One of the limitations of this study is that I worked closely with the teachers over a 
five-month period while the district’s strategic plan is ongoing for three years.  Therefore, what I 
was able to capture and highlight in my findings may not be the breadth of knowledge that 
teachers will have or may bring into their future practice.  I recognize and support that teacher 
change takes time and I understand that what they take away and enact in their classrooms three 
years from now may differ greatly from what I documented in this inquiry.   
As I begin to reflect on future directions of this research, I revert back to the idea that the 
teacher is the most essential agent of assessment (International Reading Association, 2014; 
National Council of Teachers of English, 2014).  During my work with pre-service teachers, I 
often share my own story in an effort to help them understand that assessment practices are 
interpretive and that their decisions can have consequences for students.  
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study, teachers did reflect on their past when discussing their current practices, in future work, I 
plan to look more closely at teachers’ histories regarding assessment and how their past 
experiences might influence their use and interpretations of it.   
Based on my participants’ comments in relation to the Common Core State Standards, I 
also want to investigate assessment literacy more closely, and specifically focus on how teachers 
are interpreting the literacy standards and thinking about the reading and writing processes along 
with instruction.  I firmly believe that we cannot expect teachers to create assessments, make 
sound interpretations of data, or fully consider students’ learning progressions if they encounter 
difficulties with understanding the standards.  In other words, teachers need to be able to 
articulate an understanding of the standard(s) when locating the current learning status of a 
student, as well as when deciding on the next pedagogical response(s) that will help move 
students’ learning forward (Heritage, 2008). 
In the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) and International Reading 
Association (IRA) Standards for Reading and Writing, the teacher is described as the most 
important agent of assessment.  This standard is explained as literacy teachers needing to “know 
what signs to attend to in children’s literate behavior.  This requires a deep knowledge of the 
skills and processes of reading and writing and a sound understanding of their own literacy 
practices” (NCTE, 2014).  Using assessment data formatively in the context of literacy and 
successfully mapping the “terrain for student learning” (Heritage & Chang, 2012, p. 6), requires 
teachers to have well developed content and pedagogical content knowledge (Shulman, 1986).  
Teachers need to make formative assessment contingent on what has been taught and on how 
students respond to the teaching, and they must adjust their instruction in ways that are 
meaningful to the students (Trumbull & Lash, 2013).  In preparing teachers to use assessment 
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data formatively in literacy, researchers need to look closer at how teachers interpret the 
standards, but also at how they are thinking about and discussing the processes of reading and 
writing in relation to content and pedagogy, and making appropriate adjustments to help advance 
students.   
This study brought attention to the organizational conditions that can potentially 
influence teachers’ experiences in a professional development initiative.  Future research should 
investigate what factors might be influential in teachers’ enactment of certain assessment 
practices.  The teachers in my study were aware of the changes that were moving forward in 
terms of teacher evaluation and incorporation of measures of student growth.  Formative 
assessment has been described as a topic that has the potential to emerge rapidly in schools due 
to recent changes with teacher evaluations (Popham, 2013).  Paying attention to how teachers 
discuss the climate changes and whether they influence classroom instruction, or use of 
assessment data (Spencer Foundation, 2012) is an area to explore further.  
In future work, a piece that undoubtedly deserves more attention is that Sherman 
Elementary is located in a small urban community and thirty-three percent of the students are 
identified as English learners.  Other than Carmen, the bilingual teacher, providing information 
on assessment in her classroom with her bilingual students, there were little to no conversations 
or materials from the administration on usage, or the benefits of formative assessment with 
students who speak more than one language at home.  Past research confirms that bilingual 
learners are unique, may possess a sensitivity for both learning and using language, and may 
have an advantage through focusing their attention on the structural aspects of two or more 
languages (Bialystok, 1993; Bruck & Genesse, 1995).  With the heightened demands and push 
toward academic language development, teachers need to be thinking about “ELLs’ acquisition 
 224 
of language and subject matter content simultaneously,” (Heritage, Walqui, Linquanti, 2013, p. 1) 
and how feedback and scaffolding can support students during the learning process.   
Professional development initiatives cannot take on a “one size fits all” mindset, and 
schools need to adapt the goals and targets to meet the needs of their teachers and students.  
Trumbull and Lash (2013) provided the reminder that “Students’ responses to formative 
assessments, which teachers expect to interpret as evidence of students’ content knowledge or 
skill, may be affected by students’ relative familiarity with the forms and uses of language in the 
assessment tasks” (p. 10).  Educators and researchers need to be aware of the role of language in 
assessment and cannot assume that all students will be familiar with the language forms (for 
instruction and assessment) found in classrooms (Trumbull & Lash, 2013).  As Carmen stated, 
we cannot simply reply on translating tests.  Such an approach does not consider the “forms and 
functions” of a language (Escamilla & Coady, 2001) and fosters a ‘universal assessment’ 
(Gersten & Jiménez, 1998) mindset.  In future research, it is critical to look more closely at how 
professional development initiatives on formative assessment meet the needs of students and 
teachers within particular schools. 
Conclusion 
The purpose of this study was to investigate teachers’ understandings, experiences and 
use of formative assessment during literacy instruction as they participated in a district-wide 
professional development initiative.  I explored teachers’ individual experiences, listened to their 
stories, and observed their classrooms as they enacted assessment practices during literacy 
instruction.  Teachers implemented moments of formative assessment during literacy instruction, 
but their main uses of data were primarily for reteaching, leveling students for guided reading, 
completing progress reports, and assisting with parent-teacher conferences.  This close 
 225 
examination of multiple cases of teachers highlights that the structure of the professional 
development initiative was influential in teachers’ opportunities to learn about formative 
assessment.  In looking forward, providing opportunities where teachers can understand and 
articulate formative assessment as a process, while also reflecting on its use in practice can foster 
the critical understanding that students, teachers, and peers are all active agents in the process.   
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Appendix A 
Interview Protocols 
Interview Protocol 1: Annie and Carmen (Teacher Leaders) 
Talk to me about your position here at Sherman Elementary (class, students).   
• Experience teaching literacy. 
 
Describe to me what your classroom looks like during literacy instruction. 
• Tell me about the participation structures during literacy (whole group, small group, 
partners).  Share with me about how you make those decisions.   
 
Describe to me your personal feelings on assessment.   
Share with me any memories you have about assessment.   
Why do you think the district chose formative assessment as their initiative? 
How are your professional development experience this year thus far? 
I understand that you are also a team leader for the professional development initiative.  Can you 
share with me more about that role?   
• Have you often taken on the role of leader?   
• How do you prepare to lead training sessions?   
• Describe professional learning communities versus district-wide meetings. 
• I spent time looking at some of the team leader materials.  Talk to me about some of the 
materials.   
 
Describe to me the different forms of literacy assessments in your classroom. 
• Specifically for bilingual students (Carmen only). 
 
How would you describe formative assessment?    
• Can you give me an example of formative assessment that you enact during your literacy 
instruction?   
• How is the data used? 
 
Interview Protocol 2: Annie and Carmen (Teacher Leaders) 
Talk to me about how you think the professional development initiative is going. 
As a teacher leader, what are you hoping the teachers take away? 
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Discuss your experiences with administering or interpreting assessment results. 
• In what ways do you know that learning targets have been met? 
 
When thinking about how your students are doing in literacy, what do you pay attention to? 
How has assessment changed? 
• Where do you see it going? 
 
Interview Protocol: Lydia (Kindergarten) 
Talk to me about your position here at Sherman Elementary (class, students).   
• Experience teaching literacy (specialized training) 
 
Describe to me what your classroom looks like during literacy instruction. 
• Tell me about the participation structures during literacy (whole group, small group, 
partners)?  Share with me about how you make those decisions.   
• Conceptions of literacy or assessment.   
 
Describe to me your personal feelings on assessment.   
Share with me any memories you have about assessment.   
How are your professional development experience this year thus far? 
What are you learning during the sessions? 
Describe the literacy assessments you use in your classroom. 
• Kindergarten assessments. 
 
How would you describe formative assessment?    
• Can you give me an example of formative assessment that you use during your literacy 
instruction?   
• How is the used? 
 
Discuss with me your experiences with administering or interpreting assessment results. 
• In what ways do you know that learning targets have been met? 
 
When thinking about how your students are doing in literacy, what do you pay attention to? 
How has assessment changed? 
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• Where do you see it going? 
 
Interview Protocol: Barbara (Past District Administrator)  
Talk to me about your background. 
• Principal  
• Current role 
 
You described that you were a teacher at Sherman.  Describe your time as a teacher at Sherman.   
• Curriculum. 
• Philosophy of learning for your students. 
 
Discuss any memories related to assessment that you have as a teacher.   
Share with me about your time as a principal. 
• Goals for teachers, professional development experiences.   
 
I read a few articles (2003) online that mentioned your role in the statewide task force studying 
assessment.  Tell me about that role/experiences.   
• You were right in the “heart of NCLB movement and legislation”…tell me about that 
time.   
 
Discuss your feelings surrounding assessment overall. 
How do you understand formative assessment? 
Describe whether you feel that assessment has changed has changed and/or is continuing to 
change?   
Describe to me your view on the future of school assessment and where it is headed.   
Are there key areas on formative assessment you think are critical for teachers to be taking away 
to help them use assessment for learning in their classrooms? 
Interview Protocol 1: Joan (Current District Administrator)  
Talk to me about your background. 
• Current role 
• Trainer for initiative 
 
Describe the role of assessment in your district. 
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Why do you think formative assessment was chosen as a priority for professional development?   
Describe to me the structure of the professional development. 
Can you tell me a little bit about the district’s goals for the professional development initiative on 
formative assessment?   
How would you describe formative assessment? 
• How would you say formative assessment is being described or explained to the 
teachers? 
 
Describe to me the kinds of professional development experiences the teachers participating in. 
Are there particular areas of the professional development initiative on formative assessment that 
you feel are especially important for your district's teachers? 
Interview Protocol 2: Joan (Current District Administrator) 
You mentioned that you have experts within the district.  Tell me more about teachers as experts. 
Elaborate for me on the structures that are in place to help teachers' use/try out formative 
assessment?   
Describe common assessments. 
• How would you like teachers to be using them? 
 
Since your time in the district, do you think assessment has changed (or shifted) over time? 
With this being a three-year initiative, how will formative assessment be a continued focus for 
next year?   
Interview Protocol 1: Grace  
Talk to me about your position here at Sherman Elementary (class, students).   
• Experience teaching literacy 
 
Describe what your classroom looks like during literacy instruction. 
• Tell me about the participation structures during literacy (whole group, small group, 
partners)?  Share with me about how you make those decisions.   
• Conceptions of literacy or assessment.   
 
Describe to me your personal feelings on assessment.   
Why do you think the district chose formative assessment as their initiative? 
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How are your professional development experience this year thus far. 
Describe for me the forms of literacy assessments that you use in your classroom. 
How would you describe formative assessment?    
• Can you give me an example of formative assessment that you use during your literacy 
instruction?   
• How would you say the data is used? 
 
Interview Protocol 2: Grace  
Talk to me about your philosophy of literacy learning in your classroom. 
Share with me any experiences you have with interpreting assessment results.   
Annie came in and administered a prompt you your students last week.  Can you describe the 
purpose of the assessment?  How might you use the results? 
Describe your past and current experiences with professional development. 
Interview Protocol 3: Grace  
How do you think Friday went in the staff development meeting? 
Describe your experiences working with teachers in your school as well as across the district 
(PLC, structure, topics). 
Can you give me an example of formative assessment that you use during your literacy 
instruction?  In what ways did you change your instruction?   
How have these professional development materials on formative assessment helped you?   
Interview Protocol 4: Grace 
Today I would like to look at some assessments with you.  I would like to know how you think 
the students did on the assessment and where you would go next with your instruction.   
Are there particular students that you would like to focus on? 
Tell me about the goal for the prompt.   
How do you think the student(s) did overall?  What do you notice about their response?  Where 
might you go next in terms of instruction?   
Describe to me the rubric development process?  How did you share it with your students? 
How do you help your students understand and use self-assessment? 
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Interview Protocol 5: Grace 
You have described that you have led trainings in the past.  How did these experiences come 
about?  How would you describe your experiences in the leader role? 
I see that you use different participation structures during literacy (whole group, small group, 
partners).  How do you make those decisions?    
As you reflect on your literacy teaching, have you seen it grow and evolve?   
How does the lo-tech blog writing function in your classroom? 
Talk to me about your role and the students’ role(s) when writing in the blog? 
Interview Protocol 6: Grace 
Describe to me the district’s progress report.  How do you make decisions on students’ 
performance? 
Are there ways that you bring students into the assessment and learning process? 
At the end of a teaching day, what would have occurred for you to identify it as successful? 
How does assessment help you as a teacher?   
How has this experience in the professional development helped you learn about formative 
assessment?   
How will formative assessment remain a focus for you next year as you move forward?   
Interview Protocol 1: Julie  
Talk to me  about your position here at Sherman Elementary (class, students).   
• Experience teaching literacy  
 
Describe your class during literacy instruction. 
• Tell me about the participation structures during literacy (whole group, small group, 
partners)?  Share with me about how you make those decisions.   
 
Why do you think the district chose formative assessment as their initiative? 
How are your professional development experience this year thus far? 
Describe for me the literacy assessments you use in your classroom. 
How would you describe formative assessment?    
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• Can you give me an example of formative assessment that you use during your literacy 
instruction?   
• How would you say the data is used? 
 
Talk to me about the former professional development training you received on formative 
assessment. 
Interview Protocol 2: Julie 
Describe to me your philosophy of literacy learning in your classroom. 
What are your personal feelings on assessment?    
Share with me any memories you have about assessment.   
Describe your experiences with interpreting assessment results.   
During observations, I often see you write information on post-it notes.  Elaborate more about 
that data and the binder you maintain on students’ performance.   
Interview Protocol 3: Julie 
Describe your experiences working with teachers in your school as well as across the district. 
• What kinds of experiences are taking place in your professional learning community?   
• How are the meetings structured? 
• What topics are discussed? 
 
Can you give me an example of formative assessment that you use during your literacy 
instruction?  In what ways did you change your instruction?   
What do you think about when creating an assessment for your students? 
You mentioned that you were concerned about the common assessments in first grade.  Elaborate 
more about your concerns. 
Interview Protocol 4: Julie 
Describe writing instruction in your classroom.  How do you feel students learn best?  What do 
you think about when planning writing lessons? 
Today I would like to look at writing assessments with you.  I would like to know how you think 
the students did on the assessment and where you would go next with your instruction.   
Are there particular students that you would like to focus on? 
What were the goal(s) for the writing lesson?    
 261 
How do you think the student(s) did overall?  What do you notice about their response?   Did 
they meet the intended goals?  Where might you go next in terms of instruction?   
Interview Protocol 5: Julie 
I see that you use different participation structures during literacy (whole group, small group, 
partners).  How you make those decisions? 
Describe the role of peer and self-assessment in first grade.   
In relation to assessment, you mentioned that the focus needs to be on the developmental needs 
of the students.  Can you expand on that for me?   
How should assessment take shape for first graders in the area of literacy? 
At the end of a teaching day, what would have occurred for you to identify it as successful? 
Interview Protocol 6: Julie 
Describe the district’s progress report.  How do you make decisions on students’ performance? 
How has this experience in the professional development helped you learn about formative 
assessment?   
How does assessment help you as a teacher?   
How have these professional development materials on formative assessment helped you?  Are 
there specific materials that stand out? 
Describe to me some things you learned this year through participating in the PD and in your 
PLC. 
How will formative assessment remain a focus for you next year as you move forward?   
 
